
        
            
                
            
        

    







 
For Julia Daniels
". . . as full of valor as of kindness y supreme in both."







I. Friday the Thirteenth

The sprawling new Orleans water front buzzed with activity like a great hive, bristled with masts, spars, and yard-arms like a leafless forest. Ships lay along the line of levee wharves, moored beside this longest expanse of docks on the North American continent. Into one of the few empty spaces nosed the merchant schooner Shawnee. Her sails had been struck j cables were carried ashore fore and aft and made fast to massive posts. Sailors walked around the capstans, with each turn bringing her closer in. When her side lay against the wharf, the cleated gangplank shot out and down.
Half a dozen of the crew were over the side at once, glad to feel steady footing after three weeks at sea. But the single passenger paused by the railing. Tall and broad-backed in his dark frock coat and linen breeches pulled down over heavy half boots, he gazed at the town with blue eyes set wide in his freckled face. His square young jaw was firm between the high wings of his collar.
New Orleans contained the curve of the river's eastern bank as though it were the sides of a harbor. Beyond the wharves stretched what must be Levee Street, surfaced with pale crushed shells that flung back the glare of the hot afternoon sun. Scattered along it were timbered warehouses, and on its far side rose the town's parti-colored brick walls and cherry-bright tiled roofs and weblike iron balconies. Directly in front of the Shawnee gaped an open square among the buildings, hemmed with towers and roofs, and everywhere, near and far, strolled or loitered or toiled people, singly, in pairs, and in groups.
 

 
Both men and women wore a variety of fashions and colors. At his first glance, the young passenger spied sailors in wide trousers and varnished hats, gay-gowned ladies with parasols, a strolling blue-coated soldier, a group of scampering black children in rags. To his nostrils came a strange, complex whiff of odors—pungent like spice, damp like marshy leaves, heavy like close-packed storerooms. It was the essence of New Orleans. His pulse stirred. This was a town different from any he had known in all his nineteen years, in look, smell, and sound.
For the whole water front jabbered in a thousand voices, and its language was strange and incomprehensible.
"Ahoy, Master Ben Parker!" That was stout Captain Morgan, on his way to the gangplank. "Ye gape and goggle. Don't ye take their Creole French?"

Ben Parker glanced at the Captain. His grizzled side whiskers bristled like an eager cat's, and he had cocked his gold-braided hat at a festive angle.
"I catch a word here and there, sir." Ben stared back across the busy wharves. "I learned my French at Chapel Hill— the University of North Carolina—and likely these folks won't understand me, either, so we'll be quits." Again he gazed into the town. "I wonder why my Uncle Frank isn't here to meet us."
"Patience," said the Captain. "Come ashore. Frank Parker will find the way to his own ship and his own nephew. Pve sent a runner to his office in the Faubourg Sainte Marie, and he'll come before many minutes." Wise, sharp eyes appraised the youth. "I call you lucky to learn the New Orleans trade with the firm of Hatch and Parker."
"I reckon so," agreed Ben as they tramped down the plank together. He smiled, showing strong white teeth. "I'll learn their Creole French, if they'll let me. But I hear they don't like Americans."
Captain Morgan gave him a weather-beaten grin. "Bear in mind, lad, the Creoles are Americans, too—aye, and of the United States these eight years past, since President Jefferson bought Louisiana Territory—"
"Yes, I know," broke in Ben, remembering lectures on the subject at home in North Carolina.
"Do you so?" The Captain beckoned to a gaunt, sharp-nosed sailor. "Adams, fetch Mr. Parker's luggage to the wharf. Now, Ben, I've a thing or two to do. Belike you'll stroll a bit while you wait for your uncle. Good luck in New Orleans, lad."
"Thanks. I'll hope for luck—even on the thirteenth of the month."
"Egad, so it is," nodded Captain Morgan. "September thirteenth, and a Friday to boot. But they say what's well begun on a Friday's never ended, so may you begin well here."
He walked off across the massive planks in one direction, Ben in another.
Over there to the right, southward, something caught Ben's eye. Among the swarms of people showed a huge building of odd construction. It covered as much ground as one of the squares on Levee Street's far side, and its walls were open. Its huge scallop-gabled roof rested on massive pillars of many-hued masonry, and between pillars hung gay awnings, their reds and yellows and greens bright in the afternoon sun. As he approached this structure, he heard a din as if a whole nation were talking at once.
He elbowed his way to a wide entry. Through it voices beat against his ears, and powerful odors came to his nostrils—a smell of roasting meat, another of hot coffee, a tang of ripe, acid fruit, another that reminded him of tarry rope. Inside, he saw many shops collected under the towering roof. People bought and sold with excited gestures and eager shouts. At a glance Ben identified heaps of vegetables, stacked baskets beside a long-braided, blanketed Indian, and a stand where a dark, turbaned woman served coffee and rolls.
So this was the world-famous New Orleans Market, like nothing else in America, perhaps like nothing else in the world. Again he sniffed the savory vapor of the coffee. Should he test his French by ordering some?
But a voice rang behind him, and he turned. A two-wheeled dray, with a sleepy mule in the shafts, had rolled close. Its driver was lean and swarthy, with dancing long mustaches and gold earrings. He waved at the bundles in his dray, and a crowd gathered at his call.
"Barataria! Barataria!" he whooped.
Barataria . . . Ben knew the word. That was the island haunt of smugglers—pirates, said some—where sea rovers combined stealth and daring to gather all kinds of goods never shown the customs officers at the river's mouth, to be sold in New Orleans more cheaply than things legally taxed.
"Barataria!" cried the drayman again, and the onlookers began to poke into his heap of stuff. Ben understood now. Loudly, blatantly, this peddler offered stolen or smuggled goods for sale, in careless defiance of all laws to the contrary.
He turned again, to walk away.
"Ah, bah!" snickered a voice at his elbow. "Un 'Mericain coquin!"
That brought Ben spinning around again. His French was good enough for that— 'Mericain coquin meant American rascal, an insult and a challenge.
Near him lounged four grinning lads of his own age, or nearly. Dark and barefoot, their wry grimaces held little of friendship.
Captain Morgan had urged him to include Creoles with himself as Americans. So had his father, so had the letters of his uncle. But these Creoles didn't consider themselves Americans. Ben lost all wish to explore the market. Scowling, he moved away.
The biggest of the four swaggered after him. Pudgy and tousled, he had a face like a round pie. All four began to chant:

" 'Mericain coquin, Habile en nanquin, Voleur de fain Chez M y sieu y d , Aquin!' "
And laughed, daring Ben to take offense.
Ben Parker feared a fight as little as did any young American of any state or territory. But for the moment his mind was busy, puzzling out that doggerel verse. He stood still, translating to himself.
He knew and resented the meaning of 'Mericain coquin. What of the rest? Habile en nanquin —but he wore no nankeen. His dark coat and linen breeches would be considered respectable, even in the mode, at home in Wilmington. Here such garments proclaimed him an American—and, to these wharf loungers, a coquin, a rascal, as well. Voleur de fain — they said he stole bread from someone named d'Aquin. The insult was worse for being senseless. Fighting blood hummed in his ears.
They began again: " 'Mericain coquin —"
"Oh, hush your yap!" Ben suddenly shouted, so fiercely that the whole quartet fell silent.
Several porters and water-front loafers had ambled close to watch. They were joined by a sailor or two, some of those who had gathered around the dray from Barataria, and from the market, half a dozen townsfolk. Two of these caught the corner of Ben's eye. At the fringe of the group stood an elegant man of about forty, broad-shouldered and slim-waisted in his rich blue cutaway. In his black satin stock gleamed the white fire of a diamond. His eyes looked clear, pale gray in his rosy face, and down the sides of his square jaw curled black side whiskers. He leaned on a cane inlaid with tortoiseshell and gold. Beside him watched a slim, olive-skinned youth of about Ben's age, also well dressed and carrying a silver-headed stick of polished black wood.
These two gentlemen of fashion both smiled, and their amusement increased by at least a degree the heat of Ben's fury. A snicker from the olive-skinned young man banished the last of his self-control.
"You hush your yap, too!" Ben snorted at him, hunching his broad shoulders dangerously. His blue eyes glared at the chuckler with the black cane. "I can whip any Creole who says turkey gizzard to me!"
The smile only broadened on the young olive face. The slim right hand lifted the cane slightly, like a weapon. This Creole understood Ben and plainly did not fear his threat.
"Easy, young sir," cautioned the voice of Adams, the sailor from the Shawnee. "Them Frenchies can fight with sticks."
"Fight with sticks?" echoed Ben fiercely, and made a quick stride to where a broken shipping crate lay. He snatched up a piece of wood the size of an ax handle.
The Creole dropped his elegant straw hat on the wharf planks. Debonair, he set the knuckles of his left hand on his hip, advanced his slippered right toe, and raised the cane in salute. Still his black eyes danced and smiled.
"En avant," he said, with all the good humor in the world.
Ben sprang in and smote. But smoothly the black cane parried his blow, disengaged, licked out, and stung his forearm like a whip.
"Ha!" cried the blue-coated man as the young Creole skipped lightly away from Ben's awkward return smash.
"Stand up and fight," growled Ben, closing in. Another smooth parry, a lightning counterblow that roasted Ben's ribs through his coat. Someone cheered, someone laughed shrilly. Tucking his tortoiseshell cane under his arm, the blue-coated man clapped his hands in applause.
Smiling, the cane-wielder now attacked. His curly dark hair was not even ruffled. Ben managed to parry two blows, then a third knocked his broad hat from his head, and his ears rang. For a moment the wharf, the sunny blue sky, the knot of spectators seemed to spin around him. There was yet another stroke of the black cane across Ben's knuckles. He grunted and dropped his club.
Disarmed and groggy, he charged desperately. He ducked under a sweeping blow and grappled his slim enemy. A yell rose from the watchers as the two heaved and strained.
Ben found himself gripping a body as tough as wire and as wriggly as a trout, but he squeezed it close. He had been the best rough-and-tumble wrestler among his Carolina friends, and his strength quickly asserted itself. Hooking a heavy boot heel behind the other's modishly tailored leg, he flung his weight forward. Down they went, Ben on top.
Astride his floundering foe, he shook the dizziness from his head. With one broad hand he pinned the arm that tried to wield the cane. His other fist, square and hard as a cobblestone, cocked above the olive face.
"Had enough?" he panted.
" 'Ware the one behind you!" whooped Adams. "He's got a knife!"
Bounding up, Ben faced the rush of the pie-faced leader. He struck out, right and left, and his knuckles found soft flesh.
The new attacker stumbled back, dropping his knife. Ben pursued, his blood up and his fists driving.

A blow glanced off his own temple, but he struck, hard and solid, again and again. Under that bombardment the fat one wilted and fell back a dozen paces.
They were at the edge of the wharf, almost beneath the rail of the moored ship. The plump form managed to writhe clear of a mighty full-armed swing. Thrown off balance, Ben lost his footing and plunged through space. He saw yellow-brown water rushing up at him. Then strangling darkness swallowed him.
Ben Parker could not swim. He floundered aimlessly. His clothes hampered him, his boots seemed to weigh tons. He had a sense of woeful doom—it was Friday the thirteenth. . . . His wits drifted lazily from him.
They came back, those wits, slowly and timidly, as if not sure of a welcome home. Ben found himself lying on his back. He stared drowsily up at the hot blue sky.
"Are you all right, sir?" asked Adams.
Ben rose on an elbow. "I reckon so," he said, mopping a soggy sleeve across a dripping face. "Thanks for pulling me out. I can't swim a lick. I thought I was gone."
"Don't thank me. That there young Frenchy jumped in and heaved you up to where I could clap hold on you."
Kneeling beside Ben, Adams pointed. Some paces away, Ben's late antagonist stooped to wring water from his soaked trouser legs, then thrust wet feet into the polished slippers he had kicked off. Stooping lower, the young Creole retrieved his hat, his beautifully cut coat, his ebony stick.
"Hey, you!" shouted Ben, scrambling to his feet.
The Creole faced him, the hat in his left hand, the coat over his left arm. His right hand half raised the stick. Under the dripping black curls waited the level eyes, ready for anything.
"Did you jump in after me?" demanded Ben.
"C'est rien" replied the other quietly. "It is nothing."
He walked away, lightly, smoothly, without a backward glance. Ben dripped and glared.
"Don't vex yourself," said a deep voice. It was the modish man in the blue coat, who still lingered. "He feels shy, I think. First fighting you, then saving you—"
"Then strutting off like a rooster," growled Ben, looking at the man. This impressive individual had no Creole accent. Why, wondered Ben, would an American laugh to see a Creole outclub him?
"Your luggage is stacked where the Shawnee's tied up, Mr. Parker," said Adams, and the stranger's gray eyes lighted with new interest.
"Your name's Parker? Might you be kin to my friend, Mr. Frank Parker?"
"His nephew," said Ben.
"Then permit me." The blue-coated figure bowed slightly. "I am Horner Banton, very much at your service."
"Honored, sir," said Ben, remembering his own manners. "Pm Benjamin Franklin Parker, and Pm waiting for my uncle now."
"Are you so? Then please convey him my respects. I cannot wait—I delayed overlong to watch your passage at arms. Sir, I look to our better acquaintance."
The thin, wide lips smiled between the black whiskers. Ben bowed again and watched Mr. Horner Banton depart, envying his magnificently fitted garments, his strong grace of movement, his assurance, his evident importance.
Adams offered Ben his hat, but Ben did not put it on. That broad black hat was his only dry garment outside his trunk, and a lump swelled on his brow where the ebony stick had landed. Returning to the Shawnee with Adams, he pondered these embarrassments.
"Let that Mississippi water dry off'n you in the sun," advised the sailor, trotting up the gangplank.
Ben draped his coat on one end of his trunk. Sitting on the other end, he worried off his boots and emptied them of water. He glowered at the planks, at the boots, at the coat.
Well, he'd come to New Orleans, obedient to the wishes of his father and his uncle. The journey had not been his idea. Reared at the port of Wilmington in North Carolina, Ben had yearned from childhood to do as his father had done— enter the army and become an officer. Lucius Parker had borne his regiment's flag as a sixteen-year-old ensign at the battle of Guilford Court House. Now, thirty years later, he was Captain Lucius Parker of the regulars, gallant in his uniform, imposing at the head of his company, honored at home and in the field. He had influential friends, too, who would surely help an officer's son to a cadetship at the new West Point Military Academy ; but Captain Parker had told Ben a hundred times that the army was no place for a career.
"Had I my life again, Pd stay a civilian," Ben seemed to hear his father's voice repeat. "It's best to be a soldier in war and a civilian in time of peace. I found that out a little late, and I pass the knowledge on to my son. One Parker in the army's enough. Go to the university at Chapel Hill, learn French and business arithmetic, and your Uncle Frank will take you into his New Orleans office. . . ."
Here he was in New Orleans, and in his first ten minutes here he'd fought, and he'd almost drowned. His uncle might be angry—if so, so much the better. Ben Parker despised New Orleans. What sort of town would so resent the sight of his strange clothes, the sound of his alien voice, as to offer taunts and challenges? If Frank Parker sent Ben back to North Carolina, that would suit Ben through and through. Again he squinted ill-humoredly at the red-tile roofs, the blue sky, the scrambling crowds. His nostrils flared at the manifold odors of ships, wharves, cargoes. New Orleans—he did not value its whole population and promise at the worth of a copper penny.
He felt his hair. Drying in the sun, it stood up in bushy disorder. His coat had steamed away much of its soaking, and his boots, also drier, could be put on again. As he donned his things, he saw a closed carriage that turned and trundled over the stout planks.
A Negro driver reined in and sprang down to open the door. Out stepped a stout, florid gentleman in a gray coat and a bell-crowned hat. There was something familiar about the strong-featured face and the fair, fluffy side whiskers. Ben rose.
"By your leave, sir," he said, "am I—am I addressing Mr. Frank Parker?"
"The same," replied the stout gentleman, turning critical blue eyes upon Ben's draggled person. "What! Might you be—"
"Yes, sir, Pm Ben."
Frank Parker's plump hand shook Ben's. "So you are!
You've the look of Captain Lucius. How does he fare? And your mother? I've not seen North Carolina since 1802, the year before the purchase—nine long years . . ."

He paused, and his hand tweaked a side whisker. His eyes examined Ben's waterlogged clothes, his tousled hair, his frowning face. "I take it you've had an accident."
"No accident," said Ben sourly. "It was a fight."
"A fight you say? Tell me about it."
Ben did so. His young voice grew increasingly harsh and angry as he told of the sneers his appearance had evoked near the market, and of the young Creole who had tried to flog him with a cane, had been thrown on the planks for his pains, and had then helped fish Ben from the river. Frank Parker listened, and at last a smile touched his broad face.
"You've the hot Parker head," he observed. "It's a word and a blow with you—as with your father at your age, and I fear it was so with me. You'll learn to keep cool if you would thrive here."
"Thrive here!" snapped Ben. "This town can sink in the mud for all of me. I'm ready to go home to North Carolina."
Frank Parker clasped his hands behind his coattails. "Run away, eh?" he said. "That's not like a Parker. We face things, sir."
Ben had not thought of departure seeming like flight. "But if I have to fight every time I wear these clothes on the streets—"
"New Orleans has tailors; you'll have other clothes," broke in his uncle soothingly. "Into the carriage with you. If I came to good terms with the Creoles, and if Governor Claiborne and Edward Livingstone did likewise, surely you can manage it."
The driver had hoisted Ben's trunk and bags into the rear of the carriage. Ben, feeling very young and foolish, got in. Frank Parker spoke in French to the driver, and they rolled away.

"I've engaged for you to live with a Creole family," announced Frank Parker. "The family of my friend Achille Beaumont."
Ben remembered the message of Horner Banton, and repeated it to his uncle.
"Aye, Banton's a successful trader in fifty enterprises," nodded Frank Parker. "He's been here since the Spanish days before the Purchase."
"He sides with Creoles against Americans," suggested Ben, thinking of Banton's applause at the Creole's cane play.
"Not he. Four years back, when President Jefferson ordered the embargo against trade, Banton spoke out more loyally than any of us on the side of government. It took courage to argue against free trade and free shipping. . . . Look at the trees, my boy. They bear peaches, oranges, cherries, bananas. And not a day of the year but flowers bloom in New Orleans."
Ben, only half listening, was painfully aware of his wet trousers. Unhappily he gazed out at buildings with brick or plastered fronts, iron-grilled balconies, and wide-shuttered windows j at strolling dandies in smart coats and curly-brimmed hats j at blue-jacketed dragoons from the barracks, at a chocolate-brown laundress with a mighty bundle on her kerchiefed head, at a trio of backwoodsmen in fringed buckskin.
The carriage stopped before a dark arched doorway, and the driver stepped down. Frank Parker got out, and Ben entered the archway at his heels. Inside was a dim flagstoned passage. Stairs rose at the rear, and to one side, a door creaked open.
"My friend, Frank," said an accented voice. "And this, sans doute y is the young nephew?"
"Achille!" cried Frank Parker. "Allow me to present Ben Parker. Monsieur Achille Beaumont, Ben."
The Creole might be fifty years old, but his spare figure, his strong handclasp, and his direct black eyes were youthful. He dressed in a bygone fashion—foamy shirt ruffles, buckled knee breeches, a full-skirted coat. His gray-streaked dark hair was tied in a queue. He gestured them into a large, shutter-dimmed room, set with rich furniture.
"Archimede," he called down the passage, "conduct Monsieur Benjamin Parker's luggage up to his room."
A stout, dignified Negro appeared. He had abundant white hair and a wise black face. He walked out to the carriage, and Monsieur Beaumont followed his guests into the parlor.
"And how is it you like New Orleans?" Monsieur Beaumont asked Ben. "Please to sit."
"The town seems right lively, sir," Ben managed to say. "Thank you, I reckon Pd better stand."
"Ben had a special welcome, Achille," laughed his uncle.
Red-faced, Ben heard Frank Parker's version of the fight and the fall into the river. To hide his confusion, he gazed around the room. The walls held ancient portraits of dainty women and proud men. In one place hung crossed silver-hiked swords. Monsieur Beaumont smiled at the tale and stroked his long, smooth chin.
"You will learn to be our friend," he said to Ben. Then he added, as a plump, purple-black slave woman brought in a tray with a silver coffee service: "Zeline, has my son returned from his college? Say to him that I desire his presence here."
She bobbed a curtsy and left the room.
"My servants speak both English and French," Monsieur Beaumont informed Ben, pouring the coffee. "They will help you learn Creole speech and ways. And my son Casimir can teach you two things that, I venture, you could have wished to know this day."
"What things?" asked Ben, accepting a cup.
"Fencing and swimming. He has done both excellently well from childhood. Each Friday he returns from the College of Orleans to stay until Sunday evening, and he will be happy to—but here he is now."
A slender figure entered the room, and Ben gave a gasp of recognition.
 
Monsieur beaumont was pouring coffee into a fourth cup. "My son," he said, "here is one who will be to you as a friend and brother. Ben Parker, my son Casimir."
Ben had whirled around, with a humid swish of his coattails. His blue eyes fixed Casimir Beaumont's black ones. "We've already met, sir," he said.
"It is true, my father," agreed Casimir Beaumont tone-lessly.
"What!" Frank Parker stared from one youth to the other. "Hark ye, Ben, you mean that—"
"We've met," repeated Ben stiffly. "Out on the wharf."
He scowled. He'd fought the fellow; the fellow had saved his life. He felt supremely idiotic as he shrugged his damp shoulders.
"Achille, d'you take what happened?" Frank Parker was saying.
"Casimir, is this true?" demanded Monsieur Beaumont. "You fought with Ben Parker?"
Casimir shrugged too, with a Gallic grace. "What could I do!" he appealed, ever so slightly shamefaced. "He announced to all the town that he could beat any Creole—"



II. A LA CREOLE

 
"I didn't say it to you, sir!" broke in Ben. "Anyway . . ."
He supposed he must say it, though the words seemed to weigh like lead. "Anyway, you pulled me out of the water. I owe you my thanks for that."
Monsieur Beaumont gazed at his son. "You lost your temper, eh?"
"No, sir. I fought, but I did not lose my temper." Another French shrug, a sudden smile. "Faith, it's well I kept it! I needed all my wits to keep him from driving me into the wharf like a nail! And when he caught hold of me, I thought I wrestled with a bear from the circus!"
Suddenly Frank Parker began to chuckle, and so did Monsieur Beaumont. Casimir Beaumont still looked blank, but he smiled. The tenseness lessened, but Ben still felt awkward.
"Zooks, Achille," said Frank Parker at last, "a little tussle sometimes makes good friends, eh? Ben, eight years ago I had a trifle of your same trouble."
"You, sir?" said Ben, goggling at his uncle's plump, respectable person.
"It's true. I was eight years younger then, and numerous pounds lighter, and new in Orleans Territory. I was at the play at the Conde Street Ballroom, and someone behind me said that my head bothered him."
"Your head?" Ben tried to reconstruct the scene.
"I moved to one side. Then he told me that my head bothered him no matter where I held it. He didn't like Americans—"
"And your uncle turned around, fierce as a tiger," Monsieur Beaumont took up the tale. "He mistook who had spoken and fastened the quarrel on myself, sitting there silent and at peace."
"At peace!" Casimir echoed his father. "I have heard this tale before. You were not slow in replying hotly, and when Monsieur Parker challenged you—"
"It was the man who first disliked my head who saw the humor of the mistake," Frank Parker interrupted in his turn. "He laughed us out of it, and we left the ballroom good friends, the three of us. Monsieur Beaumont and I have been on excellent terms ever since."
Casimir's black eyes sought Ben's again. "I felt you had come to offer a challenge," he said.
"You pulled me out of the river," reminded Ben stubbornly. "I couldn't raise a hand to you after that, could I?"
"No, Ben, you couldn't," agreed Frank Parker. "Now, follow the example of your elders and make peace."
"I insist, Casimir," put in Monsieur Beaumont.
Dutifully, the young Creole put out his slim hand. Ben, equally obedient, took it in his broad palm.
"Meanwhile," went on Frank Parker, "when Casimir pulled you out of the water, he pulled out a vast deal of the water with you."
Ben studied the dampness around his boots. "Yes, sir, I'm right waterlogged. I'd be glad of a chance to change."
"Your room is at the front, upstairs," Monsieur Beaumont told him. "Archimede is unpacking for you."
Ben bowed to his host, to his uncle, and very quickly to Casimir. Then he walked into the passage and up the steps. The upper hallway led to a glass-paned door that seemed to open into a gallery above the entry. Next to this another door stood ajar, and Ben saw a square room with pale plastered walls. Archimede had opened the carpet bags and trunk and was arranging garments on a four-poster bed. Other furniture included a table, two chairs, a gray rug, and, in the floor's center, an oval tub full of steaming water.
"What would you wear, M'sieu'?" asked Archimede as Ben came in.
"But a moment," said a voice behind Ben, and Casimir Beaumont also strolled into the room. "Permit me to advise."
He regarded the shirts and breeches laid out on the bed, his dark brows crinkling importantly. Then he pointed to a pair of white linen pantaloons.
"These might serve," he announced, in a tone of crisp authority. "And the shirt with the soft collar. Where are the shoes?"
Archimede indicated three pairs ranged at the bed's foot. Casimir clicked his tongue as he surveyed them.
"Wear the pumps," he directed. "Next, your cravats?"
"There on the pillow," said Ben, trying not to growl.
Casimir grimaced unhappily and shook his head. "My friend, none of the cravats will do. It is the cravat as much as any one thing that causes the howl of 'Mericain coquin. Tomorrow morning, as our first activity, we will visit Jacques Mesner."
"Who's Jacques Mesner?" demanded Ben. Plague take this little dandy! Did he think saving a stranger's life made that stranger his personal dog to lead around?
"His tailor shop is but two squares away. Now, I leave you to change. Knock at my door when you come out; it is next to yours."
He was gone, while Ben glowered. Archimede coughed to gain attention, then gestured.

"Bath, M'sieu'," he said, and took Ben's coat to carry out.
Alone, Ben peeled the clammy garments from his sturdy limbs. He soaped his body, rinsed himself, and rubbed hard with a towel. Finally he donned, with a glum air of defeat, the garments Casimir had indicated. He surveyed himself in a long mirror.
"I wonder if even these clothes will keep me from being mobbed in this precious town," he grumbled to himself.
With brush and comb from his dressing case he arranged his wet hair. Then he stepped into the hall, but did not knock at once on Casimir's door. He would just as soon put off the ordeal of critical inspection. On impulse he opened the glass-paned outer door and stepped upon an iron-grilled gallery above the street.
He stared down at passing strollers. "Bon calasl Bon calas!" called someone, selling articles Ben could not identify. Ben wondered if anyone looked up, spying him out for a hated stranger. Certainly he felt as though eyes studied him. He glanced to the left.
A house fronted the street next door. It, too, had a gallery, and someone stood there on a level with him.
It was a young girl, slim and almost as tall as Ben himself. Her dress, shimmery gray as a dove's wing, fell like a sheath to her very toes, with a square neck and brief puffy sleeves. About her waist was a girdle of purple silk, and a bow of the same color rode at the very top of her heavy mass of dark red hair. Her eyes, just now gazing at Ben with a sort of calm curiosity, were dark brown and slightly slanting—almost three-cornered. In a man's face those would be fighting eyes.
But this was very much a girl's face, softly pale and full-lipped, with a delicate straight nose and a firm round chin.

When she realized that Ben was looking at her, she walked slowly toward the upper door of her own house. As she reached that door, her eyes flicked toward him again. Ben became suddenly aware that his hair lay shiny-wet against his head, that he stood coatless and with open shirt collar. He recognized, with the clear sartorial judgment of a Casimir Beaumont, how awkward a figure he cut. He stepped back inside, cheeks flushing hotly.
Casimir came from his own room. He carried a strip of ribbon, richly black with narrow diagonal stripes of red, and fringes at its two ends.
"I will lend you this cravat," he offered; then, as Ben took it and twisted it around his corded neck, "But no! You don't know how to tie it. Allow me."
Ben submitted to Casimir's swift, skillful hands. "Tell me," he said, "who lives next door?"
"Next door?" repeated Casimir, arranging the folds of the cravat. "How do you mean?"
"Well, she's tall and slender, and I reckon she's about our age, but not quite. Her hair's too dark for sorrel, and too much red in it for chestnut—"
"My friend, I beg!" cried Casimir, aghast. "Do not speak of my cousin Felise as though she were a horse, or you'll have many duels to fight."
More talk of duels! With an effort, Ben ignored it. "She's your cousin?"
"Yes. Ma'm'selle Felise O'Rourke."
"How can she be a cousin of yours, with that name? O'Rourke—it sounds Irish."
"Her great-grandfather was Irish, and entered the Spanish king's service a century ago. Her father was colonel of the garrison here during Spanish rule in New Orleans. But her mother is my father's sister. Don't stare. Is it so wonderful that I have cousins? I could name fifty cousins in New Orleans, with more in the country."

"Well, I saw her, on the gallery next to yours," said Ben.
"Ah! And seeing her, you admired. So do many gentlemen. Come downstairs."
Ben followed him, wondering if he would meet the girl called Felise O'Rourke, who was of French and Spanish and Irish descent j wondering, too, if her instant hostile scorn would be roused because he, Ben Parker, was a stranger from North Carolina. He and Casimir re-entered the parlor, where Monsieur Beaumont and Frank Parker waited.
"I suggest that Ben call tomorrow at Jacques Mesner's," said Casimir. "He needs an outfit in our mode, and that badly."
"Good," agreed Frank Parker. "The bills can come to me. I'll let Ben pay me out of his salary at the office."
"Thank you, sir," said Ben.
"Meanwhile," went on Casimir, "if Zeline puts her needle to his coat, makes it narrower in the waist," and he gestured at his own snug garment, "it will not cry so loudly that he is a newcomer. It will serve until Jacques Mesner finishes his new garments."
"Good," said Frank Parker again. "You understand, Ben?"
"And tomorrow he and I will take a bout with the foils," pursued Casimir. "Ben must learn to fight, and soon—he has seen Felise."
"Indeed?" said Monsieur Beaumont, interested.
"Sooner or later he will find himself challenged," said Casimir.

Ben snorted in exasperation. "How many duels have you fought about her?" he demanded.
"Ah bah!" disclaimed Casimir, laughing. "She and I are near relations. We were babies side by side, she and I. One has no occasion to fight duels over such close kinship, unless someone were so foolish as to insult her or to make free with her name in my presence."
Monsieur Beaumont wagged his gray-sprinkled head. "Consider no challenges until they are offered," he advised weightily. "The good God knows, we have challenge enough in making this territory a state."
"True," agreed Frank Parker. "Spain and England watch us. We may have fighting aplenty, without formalities, before we're much older."
Casimir's black eyes danced at the prospect of fighting.
"Today we take our dinner early." Monsieur Beaumont changed the subject. "Ben, we will introduce you to mutton dressed as venison, with a stuffing of chopped mushrooms and minced ham, and currant jelly in the gravy. I'll engage you will like Creole cooking."
Ben stifled a groan of resentment. By heaven, these Creoles weren't satisfied with teaching him to fence and swim and tie cravats—they were even going to instruct him in what to eat and whether to relish it!
But even as he reflected, he was aware that he was hungry, and that Monsieur Beaumont's description of Creole mutton dressed as venison, with a stuffing of chopped mushrooms and minced ham, sounded downright delicious.
 
Achille beaumont's household was awake early next morning. Before seven o'clock, Ben joined his host and Casimir at a breakfast of hot rolls, fruit jam, and strong black coffee redolent of chicory.
"Now do we visit that tailor man?" asked Ben as they finished.
"Mesner does not throw back his shutters until eight o'clock," said Casimir. "We have time to fence. Here are the foils."
From a corner he took two long, slender blades set in cord-wrapped hilts, with bell-shaped guards. "Come, the sun is up. We'll go into the courtyard at the back."
Ben took a foil and followed Casimir. He tested the blade, a full three feet long, tapering from finger thickness at the guard to whiplike slenderness at the leather-capped tip. In the courtyard grew beds of gay autumn flowers and several kinds of shrubs and trees. Ben sniffed the odor of dew-dampened earth and greenery. Above and beyond the walls of plastered brick showed the upper windows of the Beaumont house and of the O'Rourke house next door. Upon the broad flagstone walk in the courtyard's middle, Casimir faced Ben.
"You have never fenced? Then attend me." Casimir pointed to various parts of his foil. "This is the hilt, this is the guard. Here, at the end of the hilt, is the pommel—its weight balances the weapon in your hand. The half of the blade next the hilt is the forte, the strong part. The other half, toward the tip, is the faible y weak but springy. Repeat those names."

Ben did so, as though back at his lessons in school, and Casimir nodded lofty approval. "Now, do not grip the hilt so tightly. You hold a sword, not an ax. Grasp firmly, but not too closely—you must be able to feel and judge your enemy's blade as it touches yours."
Scowling, Ben tried to follow these directions.
"Adequate," granted Casimir. "Before swordplay, one salutes thus."
He clicked his heels like a soldier at attention and whipped his hilt to his chin, the blade pointing upward. "You do well," he said as Ben imitated him. "Next, the pose of the fencer. Watch."
Ben's troubles now began. The guard position was awkward and difficult. Casimir's glib explanations of thrusts and parries were equally hard to follow. After half a dozen trials at lunge and recovery, Ben was told to do his best to touch Casimir. He tried, savagely; but the young Creole parried his desperate efforts with the most careless-seeming flicks of his foil.
Monsieur Beaumont strolled out to watch. "Patience," he urged Ben. "All things have a beginning. Do not rush so fiercely. You would skewer yourself on his point, like a Christmas goose."
Grimly silent, Ben endeavored to follow the coaching of both experts, but he achieved only sweat and awkwardness. At last Monsieur Beaumont signaled for a halt.
 



III. ECHOES OF DANGER

 
"You have much to learn," he told Ben, "but you are strong, and you have an arm as long as a rafter. I judge you will do well with the saber, as it is used in the French and American armies. When you have prospered in these early lessons, we'll fetch out sabers and see how you take to them. Now, you had best go to Mesner's."
In the hall, Archimede offered Ben the black coat, pressed and brushed. Ben donned it with some difficulty, for he was discovering new and weary muscles in arms, legs and body.
"Did it shrink?" he asked.
"I said that Zeline would make it snug, more to the fashion," reminded Casimir. "Now we go. But leave that black hat, it gives you the air of a river bully. The distance is so short we can walk bareheaded."
Jacques Mesner's shop, around the next corner and near the street beyond, was a narrow ground-floor chamber, cluttered with benches, great flatirons, and bolts of cloth. The short, plump tailor peered calculatingly at Ben.
"A tail coat?" he suggested.
"And a frock coat," said Casimir. "Caped and frogged."
"Name of thunder, this one has a fine figure," observed Jacques Mesner, adjusting square-lensed spectacles. "A tail coat, then, and a frock coat and pantaloons—"
Kneeling, he drew a tape around Ben's thick calf.
"That's powerful tight," protested Ben.
"Chut, leave it to him," said Casimir. "He knows the mode."
Mesner rose and walked around and around Ben, prodding, measuring, calculating. He made notes on a slip of paper.
"Return for a fitting in three days," he said at last. "Good morning, messieurs."
Outside, Casimir gestured Ben into a neighboring shop. Its shelves were heaped with hats. Casimir took up a tall one with a curly brim.

"This is au jait just now," he told Ben.
Ben tried it on. The hat was of a delicate gray, reminding him of the dress worn by Felise O'Rourke upon her gallery. It proved too small, and the hatter found a larger one, of like style and tint.
"Magnifique" applauded Casimir. "Send the bill to Monsieur Frank Parker." They emerged into the street. "Now you will be safe, more or less, as you walk north to your uncle's office. We stand now upon the rue Dauphine. Proceed—a moment while I think—proceed for eight squares, then cross the old canal. You will find yourself in the Faubourg Sainte Marie, where Americans flourish. Until you return home this afternoon, bonne chance"
As Ben turned his face north and walked along the brick pavement, he felt like praying for strength to endure Casimir's constant patronizing advice.
His new hat and tightened coat drew no unwelcome attention as he walked past rose-brick walls and railings of iron lace-work. None looked at him or spoke, save a street vendor or so. He reached the canal of which Casimir had told him, a muddy stream with reed-tufted banks and several rough bridges. On the far side he paused in front of a coffeehouse just as a man emerged, leaning on a stick and donning a tall hat like Ben's.
Ben spoke, and the man paused. He was a slender fellow, little more than thirty, in a caped frock coat of green, beautifully fitted, with polished half boots, a wine-red cravat, and a ruffled shirt. His lean, handsome face was streaked with a dark mustache. One eyebrow cocked whimsically 5 the other sagged slightly above a drooping lid.
"Hatch and Parker?" he repeated Ben's question. "I know them, and my way takes me past—three squares off, near the river front. Walk with me, if it pleases you."
His words were slightly accented, but as they walked and talked he showed none of the condescension that Ben had come to expect from Creoles.
"And so you are Frank Parker's nephew, come to live here," said the exquisite. "It is a thriving firm, Hatch and Parker. See," and with his stick he pointed to a broad building of timber and plaster, "there is the establishment. Storerooms and warehouses behind, offices in front. I wish you joy of your career in New Orleans, young Mr. Parker."
"Thank you for showing me the way, Mr. ?"
"Laffite. Jean Laffite."
"Jean Laffite!" echoed Ben sharply; for even in North Carolina that name had been spoken. "You are—"
"Exactly, young sir. Jean Laffite, called the smuggler, the outlaw, the pirate." Neatly booted heels came together, the slim body bowed, teeth flashed in a smile. "In reality, I am Jean Laffite the free trader, and enchanted to be able to serve you. Perhaps you won't condemn me utterly on hearsay."
Lifting the knob of his stick to his hat brim in graceful salute, Laffite departed.
Ben watched him go. So that was Jean Laffite, defter of customs collectors, known plunderer of Spanish ships, reputed burier of fortunes in stolen treasure, whispered chief of wild sea savages. But he had denied being a pirate, and surely he didn't look like one. He had no cutlass slashes, no gaudy tattooing, no big pistols in his belt. And he had been courteously helpful. Wondering, Ben entered Hatch and Parker's front door.
He found himself in a big square apartment with a counter running across its front. Beyond, at rows of desks, men wrote swiftly or frowned over sheaves of papers. Ben gave his name to a clerk, who conducted him to a small inner chamber. Frank Parker sat at a table there, with a quill pen in his plump fist.
"You're prompt," Frank Parker greeted his nephew. "Promptness, with about seven hundred other qualities, will help you to success in trade. Did you have trouble finding your way?"
"I was directed here by Mr. Jean Laffite," said Ben, watching his uncle for any effect that name might have.
"So Laffite's on business in the Faubourg Sainte Marie? It's mostly the Creoles who buy and sell with the smuggling Laffites."
"Is he a smuggler as they say, Uncle?" asked Ben. "Why hasn't he been arrested long ago?"
"It's easier to cry 'smuggler' than to prove it," replied Frank Parker testily. "To be sure, the Laffite brothers have a whole brawling group of rogues and water rats down at Barataria—that's beside the river mouth—and anyone can guess that these fetch in cargoes of smuggled or stolen goods. But guesses don't hold in court, and Governor Claiborne only makes himself unpopular by trying to halt smuggling. Such articles come cheaper with no duty collected on them, and Creoles don't always feel honor bound to pay duties to the American government. Indeed, many will deny that smuggling's a crime at all." Frank Parker smiled wryly. "On top of that, the Laffite blacksmith shop purports to be an honest place of trade. It turns out beautiful ironwork. Some of the handsomest grills on the galleries of New Orleans are of their forging."
"Speaking of work," said Ben, "I'm ready to start."
"Egad, so you are. Sit down. What do you make of these figures?"
He thrust a paper at Ben, who pulled up a chair and pored over notations about hogsheads of sugar, barrels of molasses, bales of cotton, and hundredweights of pork.
"We ship those things this day week," his uncle told him. "Give me totals of prices paid—you see the amounts, each opposite its item—the space needed for stowage, and the weight of the whole."
"Yes, sir."
Ben selected a quill, mended its point with a knife from the table, and jotted down a column of figures, then another and another. He arrived at totals, checked them back, and copied them on a fresh page. Frank Parker studied his computations, running his own pen point from figure to figure. His manner was not unlike that of Jacques Mesner over the measurements for Ben's new clothes.
"Good, good, you'll do. And how have you fared, a night and a morning in New Orleans?"
"I have to learn a whole parcel of things the Beaumonts tell me I need to know," sniffed Ben.
"You'll learn, lad. Think, if Casimir had come to you in Wilmington, you'd have had to teach him North Carolina matters."
"So I would," agreed Ben, and savored the thought of teaching Casimir anything strange and difficult. His uncle tugged a cord that hung on the wall. A bell jangled, and the clerk came in from the counter outside.
"See Mr. Ben to a desk in the counting room," directed Frank Parker. "Present my compliments to Mr. Ahrens, and he is to keep Mr. Ben busy all morning. Ben, we'll take a meal together when it's twelve o'clock."
Back in the large outer room, Ben met Mr. Ahrens, the lean, gray chief of the battery of clerks. At once he was set to reckoning a series of transactions in hides and furs, rice, indigo, and rough lumber. Later, Mr. Ahrens asked him to read some business letters in French, and smiled frostily over Ben's slow but adequate translations. Then he showed Ben how to draw up a bill of insurance, a request for a letter of credit for a France-bound skipper, and an invoice for goods to be shipped.
At noon Ben went with his uncle to the same coffeehouse where he had met Jean Laffite. It was full of chattering diners and loungers. Ben had just begun to eat fish stew and boiled turkey, with strong Creole coffee, when Mr. Horner Banton entered, trailing his stick with its inlay of shell and gold, and paused beside their table.
"Your servant, Mr. Parker," he said, pinching snuff from a gleaming silver box. "And yours, young sir. I had meant to do myself the honor of calling at your offices before today. You'll remember, Mr. Parker, that I've bought an interest in those upriver plantations where they employ the new sugar-boiling process."
"I'll be glad to hear more about it," replied Frank Parker. "Please sit down and join us."
"Thank you," said Banton, putting away his snuffbox. He dusted his fingers on a snowy cambric handkerchief, and took a chair, then beckoned a waiter. While they ate, Ben listened to his companions eagerly discussing the new and improved way to boil sugar.

"So much for business," said Banton at last. "I daresay you've heard the news that just came—the private word from Governor Claiborne to Commodore Shaw."
"Isn't the Governor up river at Concordia?" asked Frank Parker. "No, I've had no news. I've not your talent for learning secrets, sir."
Banton's fine gray eyes shone above his coffee cup. "Claiborne has warned Shaw to prepare for an emergency. Maxent —that's the Spanish governor—has put troops ashore on Dolphin Island, outside Mobile Harbor."
"Dolphin Island," repeated Frank Parker. "I have it in mind that we Americans claim that."
"Claim or no, it's held by the Spanish now." Banton turned to study Ben. "Is your nephew discreet, Mr. Parker? He must forget that he has heard this."
"I won't forget, sir, but I'll not tell anyone," promised Ben.
"See that you don't. We must keep our heads since we may be on the brink of war with Spain."
"I trust not," said Frank Parker. "Yet wars have begun for slighter reasons."
Finishing their meal, the three went out together. Ben paused and looked toward the river, which at this point was full of tethered flatboats and keelboats. He would have walked that way, but suddenly he felt his uncle's hand on his shoulder.
"Wait," cautioned Frank Parker softly in his ear. "Let Mr. Banton go on without us. No, don't move yet—let that other man pass."

Ben stood where he was. Along the brick walk tramped a tall, powerful figure, in fringed deerskin leggings and a hunting shirt of stout brown linen. The brim of his gray wool hat was looped up on one side, and the square, swarthy face wore a heavy black beard.
When the big fellow had turned the corner, Frank Parker urged Ben forward. They walked toward their office.
"That was Jethro Wicks," said Frank Parker in the same soft, grim voice. "Back after six years. He's gained flesh and his beard is longer, but he's Jethro Wicks."
"Who is he?" asked Ben, staring at the corner beyond which Jethro Wicks had vanished. "A smuggler, like Jean Laffite?"
"Nothing so respectable. Laffite might possibly have legitimate business in New Orleans, but not Wicks. Ben, you'll remember Aaron Burr's conspiracy to separate this part of the country from the United States and make of it an empire for himself?"
"Of course. In 1805. But he was cleared of the charge of treason."
"Cleared or not, Burr was a traitor. And Wicks was here helping him." Frank Parker's plump face set itself harshly. "Wicks is a quarter Indian, and that quarter is much the best of him. The other three quarters are all cruelty and intrigue. It was his task to interest and rouse the dock workers and trappers for Burr. Creoles here were no more than politely hospitable to the idea—it was American adventurers and river vagabonds, like Wicks himself, who would have formed the core of the uprising had Burr been able to manage it. When the plan fell to pieces, Wicks left New Orleans in a hurry."
"And now he's back," prompted Ben. "Can he be such a danger to New Orleans?"
"I know Wicks of old, and he works neither honestly nor singly. If he has returned, it's for some lawless and violent purpose—and as one of many. Wicks is no leader. He'll serve some plotting traitor, like Burr. Now that I've heard of this new Spanish move at Mobile, I have it in mind that he may be mixed up in that."
"You think there may be a raid or an uprising here?" asked Ben, and felt his blood begin to race.
"I think so indeed. This very day I'll send a trusted messenger to the Governor at Concordia and tell him that Wicks is here. We loyal men may have work—even fighting work— to do."
He paused at the office door, faced Ben, and smiled. "But leave this in my hands. Your half day at the office is done. Are you bound back to Beaumont's? What will you do?"
Ben glanced once more in the direction Jethro Wicks had taken.
"I'll ask Casimir to teach me more about fighting with swords," he said.
 



IV. A Word from Laffite

 
Casimir and his father were at dinner when ben arrived, and when they had finished Casimir smilingly agreed to give Ben another fencing lesson on the spot.
"Off with the coat and take the foil," he directed. "So. Now, out in the courtyard, and show me if you remember anything from this morning."
It developed that Ben remembered a good deal. He took guard position, crossed blades with Casimir, and lunged again and again, while Casimir parried with effortless ease. But when the Creole lunged in turn, Ben found that he could, and did, ward the darting point from his own body. Sternly he practiced attack and defense until his arm was deadly weary and his back and leg muscles ached.
Monsieur Beaumont came to watch, puffing a long-stemmed pipe.
"Ah, you improve," he praised Ben. "The parries come easier, hein? But I advise you to practice the lunge daily, against next Friday when Casimir comes from college to teach you again. Take your foil to your room and perfect yourself, morning and evening."
"How many lunges a day?" inquired Ben, mopping his sweaty face.

"A hundred at the least," Monsieur Beaumont replied casually. "Better still, two hundred. Do not stare; the sword is no easy tool to master. From time to time I myself will fence with you while Casimir is away."
Archimede drew bath water from the big cistern at the rear of the courtyard, and Ben gratefully washed himself and put on fresh clothes. That evening, Monsieur Beaumont insisted that only Creole French be spoken at table, and Ben was hard pressed to make his wants known. Again he went to bed early and slept soundly.
When he woke, it was bright morning, and he went downstairs to find only Zeline in the house.
"M'sieu' Achiller" she echoed his query as she served his breakfast. "M'sieu' Casimirr But they have gone to early mass at the Cathedral. Hark!"
Voices spoke outside. "They return now," said Zeline.
"Then I'll go out and apologize for sleeping so late," and Ben swallowed the last of his coffee.
He found Casimir and his father on the brick sidewalk— the banquette, Creoles called it—talking with three strangers. There was a spare, vigorous gentleman with bright eyes and sharp red-brown mustaches, a tall and handsome woman whose pale face and black hair were well set off by her sweeping brown dress and mantle, and someone else who was not quite a stranger after all.
When he recognized Felise O'Rourke, Ben stepped back as though to vanish into the house, but Achille Beaumont saw him and beckoned with a long forefinger. Ben approached, conscious again of his black coat's makeshift fit and his myriad shortcomings in Creole manners.
"Our friend and guest, Monsieur Benjamin Parker," said Monsieur Beaumont. "Ben, allow me to present you to Colonel and Madame O'Rourke, and to Mademoiselle their daughter."
Ben bowed formally. "Madame," he said respectfully. "Mademoiselle. Monsieur the Colonel."
"The young gentleman is American, yes?" said Madame O'Rourke.
"Alors!" exclaimed her husband, with such vehemence that Ben jumped. "We are all Americans, if so be we get through these formalities of statehood. Monsieur Parker, you are welcome in New Orleans."
So much French Ben could understand, even though the Colonel's speech was pungently Spanish in accent. "Merci y " he managed to say. "You honor me." And, as he spoke, he felt honestly welcome.
"C'est gentil," pronounced Madame O'Rourke grandly. "He is well-bred, this young American."
Then she, the Colonel, and Achille Beaumont began to speak together of something else, swiftly and incomprehensibly, while Felise looked gravely at Ben. Ben felt his cheeks grow hot, and Casimir smiled slyly.
The daughter of the O'Rourkes wore velvet, as bright green as the waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Her abundant skirt was caught in gathers, and her sleeves descended to her wrists in puffy tiers. A bonnet contained the dark fire of her hair, with a broad bow of ribbon under her chin. Behind her shoulder she idly twirled a small parasol of figured silk. After a moment she smiled, slightly, but it was still a smile.
"Do you like New Orleans, M'sieur?" she asked, gravely polite.

"I am enchanted," Ben managed to assure her.
"He admires you, Felise," bantered Casimir. "When first he saw you on your gallery, he could not wait to ask me your name."
Felise O'Rourke's smile departed, and she folded her parasol. The attention of her parents returned to the younger people.
"We look for my nephew Casimir to bring you to call on us," Madame O'Rourke said to Ben. "Perhaps we can help you learn the things you seek to know about New Orleans."
"Since you are so kind," he ventured, "I want to hear about Governor Claiborne. Some seem to think he is not a good governor for Orleans Territory."
"Zut!" boomed the Colonel, twisting his mustache. "Who from among the Americans could govern better? Claiborne came among us with no knowledge of our ways—"
"Like me," nodded Ben.
"No, in far worse case than you, my young friend. At least you speak some French, he spoke none. I remember how, in the beginning, men insulted him to his face because he could not understand."
"Insults ceased when he fought his duel with Daniel Clark," reminded Monsieur Beaumont.
"And he managed to marry a beautiful girl of good New Orleans family," added Madame O'Rourke. "When she died, he married another more beautiful still. Enfin, the despair among our bachelor beaux!"
"You hear, Ben?" muttered Casimir at Ben's side. "Your opportunity may come. Already my cousin Felise—"
"What do you whisper, my son?" inquired Monsieur Beaumont.

"Only that Governor Claiborne sets a good example to young Americans," was Casimir's glib answer.
"Yet they say he's unpopular," said Ben. "They resent his efforts to put down the crime of smuggling—"
"Do not call it a crime, please," put in Felise O'Rourke. "My grand-uncle—the uncle of my mother and of Monsieur Beaumont—was as true a gentleman as ever breathed, and he was a smuggler in his time."
"Under another government, my daughter," reminded the Colonel. "It makes a difference. And now," he added, lifting his hat, "good morning. Come to call soon."
"You are pensive, Ben," observed Monsieur Beaumont as he led the way to his own house.
"He wishes that Jacques Mesner would finish his new clothes," suggested Casimir.
To this surprisingly correct guess Ben made no reply, but asked Casimir what they would do that day.
"We will swim," declared his companion. "My father says that Archimede may hitch for us the light carriage, and we will drive to Lake Pontchartrain, with a dinner basket. Does that please you?"
"Of course, Casimir."
The drive to Lake Pontchartrain was a full five miles east from the river. Shells covered the road, close-packed and crunching beneath the wheels, and the way wound between thickets of oak, mulberry, and sweet gum, with swampy areas thickly grown up in dark bushes. The carriage reached the marshy brink of a great gray-blue expanse of water extending to the eastern horizon, and there was a row of crude jetties, with several cabins huddled together. Casimir knocked at the door of a cabin and talked to the man who appeared. Then he returned to say that they could leave the horse and carriage there, and that the man had rented them a boat.
This craft proved to be a dugout, hewn and hollowed from a poplar log some eighteen feet long, with pointed ends, and fitted inside with seats. Casimir called it a pirogue, and expressed amazement when Ben proved himself able to paddle.
"You call it a pirogue, I call it a canoe," said Ben, in half-grumpy triumph, "and I happen to have paddled canoes in my time."
Casimir, at the stern, guided them out to a small reeflike island, tufted with reeds and a few gnarled cypresses. Stripping off their clothes, they waded out through mud. An army of crabs scuttled from under their feet.
Ben spent the rest of the morning striving against the waters of Lake Pontchartrain. Casimir stood chest deep, a hand under Ben's jaw, issuing advice and directions. Ben wheezed and puffed and grew as weary as after his fencing lessons.
But Casimir would not let him stop to rest. "You make progress," he said earnestly. "Try again. Try harder. You are getting the way of it."
Thus exhorted, Ben sprawled out in the water once more, with Casimir's hand holding up his chin.
"Kick the feet, paddle with hands!" shouted Casimir. "Pull yourself forward—the head well back, I say! First one hand, then the other. Ah, you do famously! Forward, forward!"
"You're pulling me along," spluttered Ben as he splashed.
"I pull you? But no—look!"
Casimir held both arms above his head. "I have let go of you. You swim alone!"
Hearing this news, Ben instantly sank like an anvil. His feet found bottom and he rose erect, choking and snorting. But Casimir vowed that Ben had been swimming without help. Borrowing new strength from this success, Ben continued his efforts. Finally Casimir measured off fifty feet by pacing on the muddy bottom. When Ben had accomplished that course, not without straining and gasping, Casimir slapped him on the wet shoulder.

"You will swim like an alligator," he prophesied. "But it is nearly noon by the sun. Let us eat."
Wading out, they pulled on shirts and pantaloons. Ben gathered dry twigs and made a fire with flint and steel, and Casimir brewed coffee in a soot-covered pot. Their lunch was cold chicken, rolls of white bread, some fruit and a big bowl of salad. When they had finished, Casimir relaxed, his back to a cypress root and his fingers laced behind his head.
"You learn swiftly, both fencing and swimming," he said. "What you have accomplished today will make the next lesson easy—say next Saturday or Sunday. It will be too cold to swim by October, but by then you will be a good swimmer."
"I hope," said Ben, sinking his teeth into a banana.
"It was hard for me to learn, and I began as a small boy," continued Casimir. "Again, you have begun much better than I at fencing. Soon you must seek a better teacher, and then you will surpass me."
"Thanks." Tossing the banana peel away, Ben smiled.
For he knew now that he and Casimir would never have a reason to quarrel. They were friends.
A new week began and ended for Ben, with Casimir returned to his college. New Orleans lost some of its mocking strangeness for the young North Carolinian, and took on a warm, mellow attraction. He found himself beginning to understand some of the accents and idioms of Creole speech, even to use them himself. Daily he perspired in his room, practicing the lunge with a foil against his coat hung on the bedpost, and Monsieur Beaumont gave him three additional fencing lessons. By Friday, Jacques Mesner had finished Ben's frock coat and pantaloons, together with a snug flowered waistcoat. On Saturday, Ben walked out in these new splendors.
On Sunday morning he attended mass with the Beaumonts. Meeting Felise O'Rourke on the steps of the Cathedral, he swept off his tall hat with the consequential grace of a Horner Banton, and her smile acknowledged his greeting.
At the offices of Hatch and Parker he found himself working hard, with more and more intricate tasks of computation and correspondence. Frank Parker was determined that Ben should learn all the executive mysteries of the New Orleans trade. He took his nephew on visits to incoming cargo vessels, on barge trips to plantations above town to inspect fragrant warehouses full of tobacco and sugar, and also sent him on many confidential errands to fellow merchants.
The men Ben met thus interested him in a thousand ways. Monsieur Julien Poydras, gray-haired and strong-faced, seemed to Ben the very ideal of ancient Creole aristocracy, until someone remarked that Poydras had come from France to America as a pack-laden peddler and had toiled hard to attain his various successes as planter, poet, and leader in territorial politics. Poydras was a strong and persuasive speaker in favor of accepting the offer of Congress to make Orleans Territory a state. New-York-born Edward Livingstone, a brilliant lawyer with almost as much fashionable charm as Horner Banton, was another impressive pleader for statehood, while chubby John Randolph Grimes, the territory's attorney-general, seemed only amusing and gay. And Thomas Robertson, the territorial secretary under Governor Claiborne, was whispered to be Claiborne's mortal enemy.
Some cases of yellow fever, reported toward the end of September, caused the College of Orleans to dismiss classes for the time being, and Casimir remained at home for several days. He fenced and swam with Ben, and listened when Monsieur Beaumont and Colonel O'Rourke mused above their coffee cups on disturbing news from Mobile.
Neither the Spanish commander whose troops had seized Dolphin Island nor Maxmilian Maxent, the Spanish governor at Pensacola, had replied to Claiborne's stern protest at the occupation, and American ships of war, cleared for action, were prowling just outside Mobile Bay.
"A taunt or so, maybe an exchange of shots, and we may well be fighting," said Monsieur Beaumont gravely. "I would feel safer had Orleans become a state of the Union and was no longer a mere outlying territory."
"I, too," agreed the Colonel, tweeking his coppery mustache. "My friends, I was once a subject of the Spanish crown, but I am American now. I do not want to see this land go back to Spain. Like you, Achille, I hate war. But if war comes—"
"Ah, ah, trust Claiborne," urged Monsieur Beaumont. "He is in contact with the President and the Secretary of State."
"Yet we should see a stronger garrison here, and a larger, better militia," elaborated Colonel O'Rourke. "I have thought of offering to raise and train a regiment of gentleman volunteers." He glanced toward Casimir and Ben. "What say these young men? Would they serve in my regiment if I should be given one?"
"It would be an honor, my Colonel," said Casimir warmly.
"Just say the word," seconded Ben in the same breath.
A tigerish grin gleamed under the mustache. "I hear that from all the best young blood in New Orleans. Tiens, I shall write to our governor. When he returns from touring those upper parishes, perhaps we shall see about uniforms and muskets."
It stirred Ben strongly to hear talk of military service. He remembered again his boyhood ambition to be a soldier like his father. What had Captain Parker said? "... a soldier in time of war, a civilian in time of peace." Maybe war was coming. If it came, Ben would be ready to play his part. In the days that followed he thought often of being ready, while September became October, warm and bright at first, then giving way to stormy rain.
Ben now felt at home in New Orleans. Here, he told himself, was a town worth fighting for. He prospered at the office, was made welcome in coffeehouses and drawing rooms, strolled among the shrubbery in the Place d'Armes and in the gardens behind the Cathedral. On the night of October 10, the O'Rourkes gave a ball in the great main room of their house. Ben was invited, and he danced three times with Felise O'Rourke, while half a dozen spruce young Creole gentlemen glowered jealously. On the next day, a Friday of lowering clouds and gray gloom, Monsieur Beaumont and Colonel O'Rourke drove off together to visit some property they owned jointly beyond Lake Pontchartrain.
Frank Parker was also absent from New Orleans that day, and would not return to his office until midafternoon. Ben took lunch at the coffeehouse that was a favorite with both the Parkers, and sat eating highly seasoned shrimps with a happy sense of belonging to his bright, noisy surroundings. He made haste to finish, for he had told Casimir they would fence at half past one. Lately, he flattered himself, his skill with both foil and saber had improved considerably. Casimir no longer could beat him so easily. If war did come, and he, Ben Parker, had an enemy of his country at sword's point . . .
He glanced out through the bright window. Two men stood there talking. One was an active, well-dressed figure, the other broader built in hunting shirt and deerskin leggings. As Ben watched them, the broad man lifted his face to speak to his companion. Ben saw the bannerlike dark beard of Jethro Wicks.
Ben took a swallow of hot coffee and set down his cup. Just then the other man faced around, peering through the window. It was Jean Laffite, and he stared directly at Ben. He nodded his head in swift, furtive recognition. Then he looked at Wicks again, and began to speak, but one hand seemed to beckon Ben stealthily.
Wicks went striding away toward the Faubourg Sainte Marie. Laffite stood where he was, watching Ben.
At once Ben rose, threw money on the table, and walked out of the coffeehouse. "Monsieur Laffite," he said with dry lips.
"Monsieur Parker," replied Laffite good-humoredly. "I am glad to see you. I had hoped to find your uncle here."
"He's elsewhere, on business," Ben told him.
"Then I must give my message to you. I take it that you are as true an American as Frank Parker himself."
 

 
Laffite paused and glanced around quickly. Wicks had vanished.
"Doubtless you do not know the man who was with me just now."
"I know his name," said Ben. "Jethro Wicks."
"A lions, let us walk together."
Laffite slid his arm through Ben's and drew him along the banquette. "Perhaps," he continued, "you are also aware that Wicks is a violent man."
"So I've heard," agreed Ben guardedly.
"My young friend, you do well to be careful in your speech. I, then, must be the bold speaker. This Wicks is here on a bad business."
Breaking off, Laffite lifted his jaunty hat to an acquaintance across Bourbon Street.
"Bad, let me explain," he went on, "for anyone who cares for the fortunes of an American Orleans."
"I care for those fortunes," declared Ben promptly.
"And so do I. You are amazed, perhaps? Some Americans are so without good will as to call me those names you have heard—pirate and smuggler. But I seek patience to hear the accusations, even from Governor Claiborne. You know our governor?"
"He's been out of town most of the time since I first came here," said Ben. "They say he's coming back home."
"Not if this Jethro Wicks can prevent it," said Laffite, in the softest of voices.
Ben stopped dead, his eyes wide. Laffite turned gracefully toward an old woman who offered a basket of autumn flowers. He dropped a bright picayune into her hand, selected a blossom, and carefully arranged it in his buttonhole.
"Walk with me," he said in the same soft voice. "Appear not to be surprised or uneasy at what I will say. Now, you are listening? Bien y twelve miles above New Orleans is a plantation called Tchoupitoulas. Hard to say, yes, but a beautiful place, the home of Monsieur Soniat du Fossat. Our Governor has been there for several days, ill of a fever. And to this place called Tchoupitoulas, Wicks now takes his way."
"To see the Governor?" asked Ben.
"To kill the Governor, he has indicated to me."
"What?"
"Gently, I beg. Wicks hopes that I will help him and his friends. You yourself are amazed more than a trifle that I do not listen to him, that I have put him off with vague words, yes? But," and Laffite shrugged, "as a privateer, I have fought and taken Spanish ships. And it is the Spanish who employ Wicks."
"He wants the Spanish to take New Orleans?" prompted Ben.
"He does, but I do not. The King of Spain's officers would have something to say to my disadvantage, did they come here. You comprehend me, eh?"
"But why talk to me?" demanded Ben. "You ought to warn the garrison, the American officials—"
"Ah y bah! Would they not say that Jean Laffite makes one of his bad smuggler's jokes? And so I have come looking for a loyal American. I did not find Frank Parker, but I have found his nephew—brave, young, energetic." Laffite's iron fingers closed on Ben's wrist. "You must act, my friend, and at once."
"Act? How?"
"Carry the news to Claiborne, and do not delay," Laffite bade him earnestly. "But take care, do not mention my name in this matter. If you do, I must say that you lie. Some of my associates have taken Wicks's side, I fear, and they could make things awkward for me."
He released Ben's arm. "But here I am at my own house. My cafe and ironworking shop, as you see by the sign. Come and visit me some day—when you are less busy than you will be these next six hours or so."
He flicked his hat brim with his forefinger, smiled, and walked in the door.
 



V. The Assassins

 
Ben stood gazing blankly at the door that had closed behind Jean Laffite. He realized that he held his hat in his hand. Slowly, absently, he put it on, settled it in place with a smart buffet on its top. He turned and started along the street toward Beaumont's. Within seconds, he had quickened his pace almost to a run.
Hastening along the bricks opposite the Beaumonts' door, he turned so suddenly at the curb that he almost upset a vendor of pralines. Crossing the street, he ducked precariously under the nose of a cart horse. Casimir looked out of the drawing room as Ben entered the passageway.
"I'm ready to fence with you," Casimir greeted him. "Both my father and I think that you have learned enough, perhaps, to seek out a real master for advanced lessons—"
He broke the suggestion in the middle and looked narrowly at Ben. "But, my friend, what ails you? Have you seen something that upset you?"
"I saw Jethro Wicks," said Ben, "and Jean Laffite." "Jean Laffite I know, but not this other name." "Casimir," said Ben, "I'm going to trust you with something. Don't interrupt me, now. Just listen."
Casimir did so, with the utmost attention, while Ben recounted his meeting with Laffite and the warning about Claiborne's enemies. When Ben had finished, Casimir stood with hands clasped behind him, head cocked sideways, the picture of baffled concern.

"Is this to be credited?" he suggested, as though hoping for a negative answer. "Might he be making one of his jokes, this so-humorous Jean Laffite?"
"That's just what he was afraid of," said Ben, "that people would think he was joking. I've told you that Laffite gave me the news, but neither of us must tell his name to anyone else— he made that condition. And let me say that, if ever anyone was dead serious when he spoke, Laffite was that person. Casimir, we must warn someone."
"Warn who?" burst out Casimir. "The Governor is not even in New Orleans.
"No, Laffite says he's twelve miles north of here. I can't give the name of the place. It belongs to someone named Du Fossat—"
"Tchoupitoulas," supplied Casimir at once. "I have visited that house. And the Governor is ill, you say? And this Wicks goes to kill him?" Casimir flung up his head in sudden fierce excitement. "Even if anyone would listen to this wild tale from us, there would not be time to reach the Governor after hearing it."
"But—" Ben started to say.
"We ourselves must ride to Tchoupitoulas. Now, at once!" Casimir's voice rang with sudden decision. "There is no time to stop and speak to officers or friends. Whoever we tell would have the same distance to ride."
"We'll need horses."
"Colonel O'Rourke's stable is of the best. I'll go and ask for two. You know how to ride, I hope?"

"I don't need Creole lessons in horsemanship," snapped Ben. "A North Carolinian can ride anything you can cinch a saddle on."
With no further word, Casimir rushed from the house. Ben strode into the drawing room, snatched pen and paper, and swiftly wrote a brief statement of what he had heard about Wicks and the Governor, omitting the name of Laffite. Dashing sand on the wet ink, he rang for Archimede.
"This letter must go to my uncle's office," said Ben earnestly. "It is of the greatest importance."
"At once, M'sieu'," said Archimede. "I will bear it myself."
"Well thought of, that note," approved Casimir, hurrying in as Ben spoke. "I, too, will leave a line for my father. Meanwhile, we must change into riding clothes while the horses are being saddled."
"Then Madame O'Rourke lent them to you," suggested Ben.
"I ask my aunt?" said Casimir, scribbling in his turn. "Pas si betej mon ami! Had I done so, she would have swooned at my first two words. No, I sought out Felise, and told her that you and I ride to save Governor Claiborne's life."
"Felise?" repeated Ben. "And she wasn't nervous or afraid?"
"You forget that red hair of hers," said Casimir, with a smile. "My difficulty was in swearing her to silence, and dissuading her from riding with us." He folded his letter and wrote his father's name on the outside. "Now, riding clothes, at once!"
Upstairs, Ben changed to stout breeches and boots, and put on the black coat and broad hat he had brought from North Carolina. Casimir joined him on the stairs, in riding coat and shiny high boots with spurs.
"Our horses are coming to the door," he said, "but wait, we must be armed." Leading the way back to the drawing room, he pointed to the crossed swords on the wall. "Strap on one of those. I will take the other. And these also."
From a drawer he produced a case, opened it, and showed Ben two handsome pistols. "I will load them," said Casimir. "Can you fire a pistol?"
"I've done it in my time," said Ben, and seized one, poured in powder from a flask, rammed down a ball, and carefully primed it. Thrusting it into the pocket of his coat, he went to the door.
At the curb a Negro groom held the bridles of two fine-looking bays. Ben swung into the saddle of the nearest, and Casimir swiftly mounted the other.
"Now," cried Casimir, "forward!"
Briskly they clattered up the street. Ben found his borrowed horse ready and intelligent, and as they crossed the canal to enter the Faubourg Sainte Marie he enjoyed the sense of brisk power he bestrode. Casimir pressed his own mount close to Ben's as they reached the edge of town.
"It was nearly two o'clock when we left home," he said between the hoofbeats, "and this assassin of yours, this devil-anointed Jethro Wicks, will have the head start of us. We must hasten."
He set his horse's head to a rough clay trail that stretched northward between dense thickets of wet green trees. Ben rode after him in the gray afternoon.
Casimir's horse picked up its feet smartly. It pulled ahead.
 

 
Ben lagged for a moment, then kicked the bay flanks of his own mount and hastened to overtake his friend.
"Easy!" he cried as he came close. "Easy does it!"
"No time to waste," called Casimir over his shoulder.
"I mean it, not so fast! You'll blow that horse sky high before you've done half the distance!"
Casimir started upright in his saddle, as though this were a new and disturbing thought. He checked speed a trifle and glanced around again.
"This muddy footing will tire the horses," insisted Ben. "They're good, but not for twelve miles at a gallop over puddles and muck. Slow down—we can't afford to be left halfway there with nothing to carry us the rest of the way."
Casimir reined to a more reasonable pace. "You have reason," he admitted, but his voice sounded tense and troubled. "We must get there, both of us. I pray we do not get there too late."
Ben glanced up at the bright pearly blotch the sun made among the clouds. "If we left home at two o'clock," he figured, "we ought to do the twelve miles by half past three—"
"With luck," put in Casimir.
"Well, the afternoon will be only half gone. Wicks won't make a sudden rush by daylight. He'll have to work slowly. We'll be in time to catch him."

"Ah, well said," approved Casimir, more hopefully.
They emerged from the thicket-rimmed trail upon a broader, more open road of clay, damp and slippery. It sloped gently upward, and Ben found himself riding with the river on his left hand, while on the right, somewhat lower down, stretched an open field where a tattered man guided a plow.
"We ride on the levee now," explained Casimir as Ben came alongside on this broader way. "The road keeps to its crown and leads past all the riverside plantations above New Orleans."
Ben now saw that they traveled upon a broad bank of earth and clay, massively made and hard packed to confine any high water that the Mississippi might gather to threaten houses and farms. He had paid little attention to any levee except the one in front of the town itself, and he examined this one with interest as he rode upon it.
"Does it extend all the way, too?" he asked.
Casimir shook his head. "Not as it should. Those who own land upon the river keep it built and repaired only to shield their own property. But there are big stretches where nobody lives or claims ownership, and sometimes a flood makes its way in there. My father thinks the levee should be solid and strong on both sides, all the way to Baton Rouge at the least."
This discussion relaxed the tension they both felt a little. They covered more than three miles on top of the great earthwork. Then the road sloped down again, and became narrower and rougher. Here and there, in its low spots, expanses of soggy mud could be seen.
"Alors, you need not beg me to go slowly here," remarked Casimir, reining his horse around a sloppy hole at the very center of the roadbed.
"Look yonder," said Ben suddenly, rising in his stirrups and pointing ahead. "Somebody else has been traveling here —several somebodies."
Pulling up, he sprang down to examine the road. "Several," he repeated. "Three horses, at least, and not too many minutes past, either."
"I do not understand," said Casimir, almost plaintively, as he dismounted in turn. "How can you say?"
Ben did not reply at once. He squatted on his heels to look narrowly at hoofmarks in the wet clay. There were two sets, side by side, and over some of these were stamped the tracks of a third horse. Three riders, then—and water trickled into those tracks from the surrounding mud, but had filled none of them.
"Three men riding to Tchoupitoulas," announced Ben again, as he straightened up, "and not very far ahead of us."
"Then to horse again, quickly!" cried Casimir. "We must catch those three men."
"Wait, Casimir," called Ben, hoisting his leg over his horse's back. "Wait for me!"
For Casimir had struck in his spurs and was galloping forward at headlong speed. With a muttered exclamation of impatience, Ben rushed his own horse in swift pursuit.
"Casimir, not so fast!" he yelled. "We must come up carefully behind them, not let them know—"
Casimir, thundering ahead, paid no attention whatever.
He rode as if he were in a race for some priceless stake. Ben lashed his horse's flank with the loose end of his reins, seeking to catch up j but he could not. The two animals were well matched, and Casimir had seized a lead and rode pounds lighter than his friend.

"Stop!" called Ben after Casimir's fleeing back. "Let me tell you—"
Just then Casimir's horse seemed to whirl halfway around, to plunge almost into a somersault, then to dive into the road as if it were a pond of water. Casimir went flying over its shoulder and struck with a mighty splash of mud.
Ben pulled up as he drew alongside on firmer ground. He fairly hurled himself down to the road. Casimir's horse, sunk to its very belly in boggy mire, strove and floundered crazily. Casimir came to the surface just in front of it, splashed and clotted from head to foot with mud and slime. He waded thigh-deep to grab the bridle of his struggling mount.
"En avant" he gurgled, pulling with all his strength. "Up, show your courage, my brave one! Out with you!"
Ben ran his left arm through his own bridle and made a quick stride to the edge of the quagmire. With both his big hands he caught Casimir under the armpits. Exerting all his strength, he plucked his friend out of the mess like a water-weed.
"Let me go," spluttered Casimir. He had lost his hat, and his eyes glared from a mask of mud.
"Not until you show some sense," scolded Ben, shaking Casimir powerfully. "You'll lame that horse, dragging it around like that."
"We must catch Wicks," argued Casimir, and again strove to be free, but the stronger Ben held him fast.
"We can't afford any mistakes," he raised his voice, shouting Casimir down. "They're three to our two—they came to kill the Governor, and they won't stop a second over killing anybody who gets in their way!"

"You think I fear?" demanded Casimir wrathfully.
"No, and neither do I. But we can't be dead heroes; we've got to stay alive and help Governor Claiborne!" Again he shook Casimir. "We've got to hound them in and surprise them! The important thing is that they mustn't carry out their plan!"
Casimir relaxed in Ben's hands. He wiped his filthy face.
"Alors," he said, more calmly, "again you have reason, always you have reason."
"One of us has to have reason," Ben reminded him crossly. "Now, let's try to get your poor nag out of his mud bath without crippling him."
It was not easy to do. At first, the animal's frightened laborings seemed only to make it wallow deeper. At last Ben held its bridle securely while Casimir again waded in and slapped its far shoulder smartly, at the same time shouting exhortations in both French and English. Ben tugged and twitched to make the beast rear. It responded pluckily, got its fore hoofs on firmer earth. Finally, with a mighty heaving effort, it scrambled clear of the mudhole and stood panting and trembling.
Dolefully Casimir surveyed the mud-coated flanks of his mount. Ben led it a few steps back and forth, then knelt and ran his hands over the clay-coated legs, one at a time.
"There doesn't seem to be any strain," he reported. "Get back on, Casimir."
"On that filthy saddle?" groaned the Creole protestingly.
"It's no filthier than you are. Hurry, we can't fool around making ourselves presentable."

Casimir obeyed. Again they resumed their journey, this time with Ben to the fore as leader and director.
Pushing ahead, and taking care to avoid other sodden pitfalls in the levee road, they passed the dooryards of several handsome houses. Time wore on. Casimir pulled a watch from the pocket of his mud-caked waistcoat.
"It is well past three," he announced. "We are nearly there."
Ben did not reply. He was reining in to dismount again. Casimir leaned down from his saddle.
"What now?" he inquired.
"Look," and Ben pointed to the road. "Our three horsemen left the main way right here. They headed into the woods to the east yonder—not long ago, either, to judge from the tracks."
At once Casimir turned his horse's head toward the woods, but Ben grasped his bit with a quick hand.
"No, don't go crashing and tramping after them on horseback," he warned. "Get down off that mudcat you're riding j he needs a rest right badly, anyway."
Casimir dropped to the road beside Ben, and they tied their horses to a tulip tree below the levee.
"We go forward on foot from here," said Ben, as crisply as his soldier-father issuing battle orders. "You can see where they pushed into the thicket yonder—there's some kind of path or trail. Stay behind me, and don't make any more noise than you can help."
"This is like warfare of Indians," remarked Casimir.
"I've gone hunting with Indians in my time," Ben told him. "They taught me how to sneak up on 'possum and 'coon and deer, and maybe I can snuggle up pretty close to Jethro Wicks before he's aware of me. Come on."
He advanced along the path with all caution, straining eyes and ears. Casimir kept close at his heels, and the only noise he made was to loosen the silver-mounted sword in the sheath at his side. Ben carefully drew branches out of his way and did not release them until Casimir's hand had caught them in turn. For two full minutes they worked their way along the narrow trail through trees and dense undergrowth, and then Ben came to a halt so abrupt that Casimir almost bumped into him from behind.
Turning, Ben shoved his lips close to his friend's clay-daubed ear.
"I heard something," he whispered as softly as he could. "Hark! There it is again."
A muffled thump, then another—the stamping of a horse.
Ben motioned for Casimir to stay where he was, and moved ahead at a low crouch. Coming to a broad water oak, he knelt behind it and stealthily peered past its trunk.
A score of yards beyond, in a sort of small clearing among the thickets, three horses stood together. Their bridles were drawn forward over their heads and gathered into the left fist of a dry-looking little man in a checked shirt and a wide, rumpled hat. This horse-holder sat on the broad root of a cypress tree, with his back to its trunk, almost facing Ben. Across his bony knee his other hand held a long, ugly horse pistol.
Ben drew back behind the water oak and beckoned to Casimir, then lowered his palm groundward to signal for a creeping approach. Bent double, the Creole came to join him.
Ben pointed, Casimir looked cautiously past the tree, then swiftly clapped hand to sword-hilt.

But Ben caught his arm to quiet him. Exhaling soundlessly to make his whisper as faint as possible, again Ben brought his lips to Casimir's ear.
"I'll circle him and come at him from behind," he said. "It'll take a little while. Stay here. When you hear me speak, jump up and rush him. Be ready for anything."
Casimir nodded furiously to show understanding and agreement. Ben dropped to his hands and knees and crawled off toward the right.
His journey lay over moist earth, among roots and patches of moss. Once or twice he lay flat and wriggled along like a snake, to avoid stirring some low-grown bushes. After some yards of prone travel along a curving course, he lay suddenly still. One of the horses had snorted nervously, very close at hand.
"You hush your fuss," came the grunting voice of the skinny man.
Ben raised himself on his hands and squinted through a crisscross of leafy brush. He had come within eight or ten yards of the seated horse-holder, and saw him in profile. The horses stood with their heads close together, and Ben studied them. A new inspiration came to him.
He glanced right and left. Near him on the ground lay several thumb-sized pebbles. He pulled his pistol from his coat pocket, drew back the hammer, and laid it on the ground in front of him. Then he rose slowly and silently to his knees, a pebble in each hand.
He drew back his arm and hurled one pebble, then the other, among the horses.
At once all three of the animals were struggling and tugging at their bridles, and their holder cursed angrily and sprang to his feet. He grabbed with both his hands to steady and subdue his charges. The big pistol spun from his lap to the ground.

"What's ailing ye?" he scolded. "Quiet down, or—"
Ben drew his own pistol, leaped to his feet, and charged in. Four galloping strides brought him close to the man, and he aimed the weapon.
"Stand still!" he commanded, as fiercely as he could manage. "You're under arrest. Make a false move and I'll drill you through!"
Still clinging to the three bridles, the fellow turned a bristle-chinned, blank-eyed face to Ben.
"Why—why—" he stammered, "what's the matter, young sir? I'm just a-holding of these here hosses for some friends of mine what's a-huntin' not far off—"
"Nom d y un diable!" That was Casimir, bursting through the leafage opposite, his sword drawn. "We know what they hunt, your friends! You are our prisoner. Deny it, and I'll—"
His point threatened the bosom of the checked shirt. Still caked with half-dried mud, his uncovered hair disordered and flowing like a mane, Casimir was a fearsome sight. The horse-holder quailed before him.
"You're a-makin' jokes," he whined. "I ain't done nothin' to you. If you're a-fixin' to rob me, I ain't got a picayune in these here old clothes of mine."
Ben had caught up the fallen horse pistol in his left hand. "This doesn't look like a peaceful man's toy," he said. "Let go those horses."
"But—"
"Let them go," echoed Casimir balefully, and made a prodding movement with his sword point.

The bony hands opened; the bridles fell from them. Ben held the horse pistol toward Casimir.
"Take this," said Ben. "The priming on your shooting iron must have got soaked when you took your roll in the mud back yonder."
Casimir accepted the weapon. Ben stepped close to the nearest horse and dealt it a singing slap on the flank. It snorted nervously and went dashing away along the path toward the levee road. The others hurried after it, their bridle reins trailing behind them.
"Now," Ben addressed the captive, "back up to that little gum tree over there. We're going to tie you and stuff your mouth, and then we'll track down your partners who want to kill the Governor."
 



VI. Governor Qlaiborne

 
The scrawny man would have argued and pleaded further, but Ben thrust his pistol against the meager ribs and fairly hustled him back against the tree. They pulled his arms around the trunk, bound his lean wrists with his own belt, and gagged him with a sleeve torn from his coarse checked shirt. Then Ben began to prowl in search of more signs of Jethro Wicks and the third member of the party.
He found them soon enough. They led away from the clearing on the far side, and he took up the trail like a hound after a rabbit. Casimir hurried to catch up, his sword in one hand, the captured horse pistol in the other. Ben cautioned him to silence with a finger across his lips, and pushed on after the quarry they sought.
The tracks were less easy to follow, for there was no pathway here, and the two dismounted men made fainter marks among the trees than would two horses. Yet the ground was soft and impressionable, and Ben's eyes were sharp and his trailing talents lively. He made out prints of two sets of feet, one in moccasins, the other in stout-soled boots.
"Wicks, I reckon," he muttered to Casimir, jabbing a finger at the moccasin tracks. "How far arc we from that Tchoupitoulas place?"
"Very near, as I judge," replied Casimir.
"I thought so when I saw they'd left their horses. Come on."
The two reached cleared land, where cane had been grown and then cut during the summer. Above it hung the leaden clouds, filtering down a gray afternoon light. Ben directed Casimir to wait, and crossed this open space at a trot, following the double line of footmarks toward more trees beyond. When he stood under the shade of the branches, he listened, peered, then beckoned Casimir to race after him.
They found themselves in a narrow belt of timber, mostly live oaks, magnolias, and cypresses. A number of stumps could be seen among the trees, where some of the larger trunks had been cut away for building or fence making. Ben traced the men he followed and came to a halt again, at the edge of more cleared land.
Very near to where he and Casimir stood appeared the backs of a row of small squat brick sheds, apparently slave quarters. Beyond these, at a distance of some two hundred yards, rose a broad structure of brick, with a two-story gallery running all the way around. To its front and to the side from which they looked at it, appeared beds of gay flowers and neatly trimmed clumps of shrubbery, while wide-limbed shade trees were spaced here and there, like well-ordered rows of sentinels. Behind the house stood a square kitchen with a wide chimney, and behind that could be seen more outbuildings. From the front door ran a broad path, bordered with fig and pecan trees, and farther along showed the surface of the broad Mississippi.
"It is Tchoupitoulas," said Casimir softly, and Ben leaned forward and peered.

At first he could not see any movement. Then, at a point midway between the trees and the house, a dark stealthy shape crept from among red-berried bushes and writhed forward to another patch of growth that would give cover. After a moment, a second crawling form followed.
"Look, Ben," whispered Casimir.
Ben made no reply, but dropped to hands and knees. He began to crawl through wiry grass after the two forms. He heard Casimir coming along behind him.
Even here was a trail to follow. Almost under Ben's nose, as he dragged himself forward, plain marks showed among the bushes and grass. It was as if an alligator had wallowed its uncouth way there. Ben kept to that course, where the cover had been sighted and used to advantage by the very men he stalked. He made good progress, came to a low-growing myrtle, and peered through its leaves.
Up ahead, the two figures lifted their heads cautiously. They half crouched, half lay, behind a big log, and stealthily they reconnoitered the gallery of the big house. Then the heads came close together, as though in conference, and between them Ben could see something long and lean, with a dull shine in the gray afternoon light—a musket or rifle.
One of the two pushed the gun across the top of the log, as-though to aim it. Ben could make out the target. Three men were grouped together on the lower gallery, one standing, one sitting, and one stretched on a sofa or couch, inside the brick pillars that supported the upper gallery. Ben's heart thudded furiously as he went scrambling forward on hands and knees, trying to narrow the distance between himself and the two by the log.
Apparently the man with the gun had decided not to shoot. Once again he conferred with his companion, pointed toward the gallery, then to a domelike clump of bushes, with green-and-silver leaves and a sprinkling of snow-white flowers. The other made a gesture with his hand, as though in agreement. The two began a careful crawl around the log to approach the new and closer ambush spot.
Ben glanced back, saw Casimir hunching along to join him, and beckoned his comrade with a quick jerk of his head. As Casimir dragged himself alongside, Ben pointed to the two skulkers in front of them, then to the log, and finally back to Casimir. His friend bobbed his head to show understanding and moved on toward the log. Ben quartered through some hollylike shrubs. Their leaf points scraped his jowl and neck, but he moved as rapidly as he could toward his enemies.
Hunting in North Carolina had never been like this, he told himself. Again and again, for mere sport, he had crept on hands and knees to get a close shot at a rabbit or a squirrel, or at a duck on a pond. Now he hunted a prey that was dangerous to himself as well as to the unsuspecting men yonder on the gallery. Ben thanked Providence for giving him a taste and gift for trailing and shooting, and he made what speed he could on weary arms and chafed, tingling knees.
He could not tell whether time passed slowly or quickly. He knew that he traveled at a faster clip than the pair he followed, and also that he kept concealed. Once or twice he had to drop flat on his chest and drag himself along with his nose almost plowing the earth. But at last he gained a slanting row of evergreens, taller than a man and thick-boughed to the roots. He rose to his feet, ran along behind the hedge to a point very close to the two men. His pistol in his hand, he peered through the evergreens.
He had stopped no more than thirty yards from where they had paused again, perhaps sixty yards from the big house. The pair whispered together behind a neat pile of small logs, probably stacked there to season for fence rails. The two faces were only inches apart, and Ben recognized the black beard and buckskin-fringed shoulders of Jethro Wicks. Wicks's companion held the rifle, and, at a prodding gesture from the bearded one, he now rested the barrel on top of the log pile. Painstakingly he sighted at the group on the gallery, from a dead rest. If his piece was a good one and his skill only fair, he could hardly expect to miss.
Ben glanced at the priming of his pistol, and lifted.
"Hey!" he shouted loudly, and as both figures at the log pile started and half turned toward him, he fired at the man with the rifle.
A shrill startled squeak of pain rang out, and the man sprang to his feet, a tall and knobby-lean figure. At once he collapsed again, resting on one knee with a hand at his shoulder. A vivid crimson stream of blood ran through his spread fingers.
In the same instant, Jethro Wicks spun away from the log pile, took one goggling look at Ben leaping through the evergreens with the smoking pistol in his hand. Then Wicks leaped up and began to run.
"Halt, assassin!" That was Casimir, hurrying from his position near the big log. His pistol, too, roared, but Wicks only ran the faster. Ben rushed toward the man he had wounded, watching as Wicks dodged around Casimir and sped off like a frightened rabbit. As Ben came close to the log pile, the wounded man reached for the fallen rifle.
 

 
"Don't touch it!" yelled Ben, and hurled his empty pistol into the fellow's face; then stopped as he ran on and snatched up the rifle with both hands. The wounded one subsided. Again Ben looked around. Casimir, hampered by the sword sheath that danced and slapped against his leg, was being left behind by the swiftly running Wicks.
Yells and chatterings now resounded from the gallery. Two of the men rushed from there, leaping over flowers and shrubs.
"I'm a friend!" called Ben hastily. "These men wanted to kill Governor Claiborne—I've caught one."
Wicks was already vanishing among the trees in the direction of the river, while Casimir abandoned the chase, with a wide-armed gesture of defeat.
The two newcomers hurried up on either side of Ben. One was a square-built Creole in his forties. The other was young and dark and wide-eyed, dressed elegantly in top boots and a riding coat. "Who—" panted the younger one.
"My name's Parker," said Ben. "I heard in New Orleans that these men would try to assassinate the Governor. I reckon my friend and I got here just in time to stop them."
The tall man with the wounded shoulder got shakily to his feet. He wore a brown coat, old-fashioned knee breeches, and heavy knit stockings. A rumpled hat had fallen from his head, and his sandy-gray hair hung around his scarred face as he glared at Ben.
"Watch yourself," Ben cautioned him, keeping the rifle ready in his hands. "One foolish move will joggle my finger on this trigger, and I'll hit you closer to center than the first time. Tell us what brought you and Jethro Wicks out here to murder Governor Claiborne."
"I'm not telling a word," groaned the tall man.
"That proves he is guilty," said the square-built gentleman, in accented English. "Ha, Monsieur Dejan, here come the Governor's men!"
From somewhere two more figures had dashed, in the dark blue tailcoats, high caps, and white crossbelts of United States Marines. They wore dark gaiters and carried long guns. The young man called Dejan ran to meet them, shouting and gesturing at the woods where Wicks had vanished. The two marines raced off in that direction, while Casimir came past them to join Ben and the others by the log pile.
"You seem to have taken no great hurt," went on the square-built Creole to the tall prisoner. "March to the house. You, young sir—Monsieur Parker, is it not? Kindly keep guard with your rifle."
They walked, all four, to the gallery, and mounted the brick floor. The square-built man opened a door and leaned inside.

"'Toine!" he called. "Bring cloth and water, at once." Then he faced around. "Sit in that chair, prisoner. Monsieur Parker, permit me to remember my manners. I am Soniat du Fossat. And your friend—"
"But, Monsieur, we know each other, you and I," said Casimir. "I am Casimir Beaumont. I have visited here with my father."
"Ah, indeed, yes. And here," Du Fossat gestured, "is one who will wish to hear your story. Monsieur le Gouverneur Claiborne."
Ben looked toward the sofa. The man who lay there had propped himself on an elbow, his fine-boned, handsome face lifted and intent. He wore a striped dressing gown and looked pale and drawn. Ben remembered that Governor Claiborne had been ill.
"Your servant, sir," said Ben respectfully. "I was saying that we'd heard in town these men wanted to kill you, and we came to stop them."
"Aye, and in good time!" cried a deep, familiar voice. "An instant later might well have been too late."
Out of the house strode the stalwart, impeccable figure of Horner Banton, his big white hand extended. "Mr. Ben, 'twas a good wind that blew you to New Orleans," he pronounced. "You've done service to the territory this day."
"Thank you, sir," said Ben, offering his own right hand while he held the rifle by the balance in his left "Maybe we can hear more of the scheme from the fellow I winged."
The wounded man sagged in the chair. A brown-faced servant had brought out a basin and some towels. Under Du Fossat's directions, this servant opened the man's shirt and began to sponge the wound.
"I'll tell nothing," said the prisoner again.
"The ball pierced the flesh only," reported Du Fossat, leaning close to look. "It did not lodge—it is no great injury. Now," and he glanced around to where the young man called Dejan was stepping upon the gallery, "Monsieur Parker, allow me to make you acquainted with Monsieur Claude Dejan. He is the Governor's secretary, who will wish to speak his thanks for your courage and sense."
"The Governor himself would like to do that," called Horner Banton, who had gone to the side of the couch. "Step here, both of you. Your Excellency, by your leave I'll present a young friend of mine, a kinsman of Mr. Frank Parker, whom you know. I think you are already acquainted with Mr. Casimir Beaumont."
Ben looked down at the Governor of Orleans Territory. William Charles Cole Claiborne had sunk back to lie at full length. His eyes burned with fever, but his pale lips smiled.
"I'm just beginning to be aware that I owe you my life," he said in a voice that was weak but steady. "Thanks for such a service are always inadequate. But I'm grateful to you both."
Standing before the Governor, Ben thought that he must cut a wild and unkempt figure. His clothes were rumpled, his knees stained with crushed grass, and in one grimy hand he still held the captured rifle. He must look even worse than when, on his first day in New Orleans, he had been fished from the Mississippi. Casimir, too, fidgeted in miserable embarrassment for his muddy coat and lost hat.
Horner Banton eyed them, and chuckled understandingly. "Faith, Governor Claiborne, they look like two veterans after a bad campaign," he went on. "I honor them for their exertions. Suffer me, sir, to go and help question that scoundrel they trapped in the brush, while you speak to them."

He approached the wounded man in the chair and addressed him in a deep, cold voice. Governor Claiborne smiled again at Ben and Casimir, and put out his long hand for a cup of wine that stood on a tabouret near his couch.
"Sir," said Ben, choosing his words, "you owe us no thanks. We heard the rumor of this cowardly attempt, and it was our plain duty to come."
"Well said," added Casimir under his breath; then, aloud, "It was a privilege, Your Excellency, to be able to exert ourselves in the service of yourself and of the territory."
Claiborne glanced past them. "That's an American, the man you took. Not a Creole. I'm—" He paused, and sipped wine. "I'm glad it wasn't a Creole who wanted to shoot me."
"I've heard tell that he and his master, Jethro Wicks, are in the pay of the Spaniards," volunteered Ben. "If, sir, you were no longer governor here, then those Spaniards might be bolder in their threats to us."
"Who gave you your information?" asked Claiborne. "He must be a wide-awake observer, and loyal into the bargain."
"I'm sworn not to tell who he is," replied Ben.
The Governor sipped more wine. "Are you sworn so, indeed? But I would want to reward the man. He deserves it."
"I can't tell, sir," said Ben.
Horner Banton was returning. "That fellow yonder is as stubborn as a drover's mule," he reported. "He will not give us so much as his name."
"Then Mr. Parker here has caught an infection of stubbornness from him," said Governor Claiborne, smiling faintly. "He will not say who gave him the news that brought him here in such good season."
"I've passed my word," insisted Ben stubbornly.
"Who'd know such a thing, now?" inquired Horner Ban-ton, as though of the world. "Some water-front rascal, who had been frightened into babbling?"
"You named one Jethro Wicks," Claiborne reminded Ben. "Did you hear it from him, belike?"
"Or it may have been one of the Laffites," put in Horner Banton. "They know a vast deal of what is said and done in New Orleans."
Ben gave no sign of how close this guess came. "Gentlemen," he said boldly, "if I've done any trifling service here today, do not oblige me to speak when I have promised to keep silent."
Horner Banton's handsome black brows knit, but Governor Claiborne nodded, smiled more kindly, and relaxed on his pillow.
"I don't think you could be forced," he said, "and I, for one, will not try. Come, sit down, both of you. Here are my marines again."
The two uniformed figures tramped toward the house, leading the horses Ben and Casimir had left tethered by the levee road. Claude Dejan stepped to the edge of the gallery and bombarded them with questions.
It appeared, from what they replied, that Jethro Wicks had escaped from them in the woods, and had also found and set free the horse-holder Ben and Casimir had tied up in the clearing. The marines showed the knife-slit bonds and the sleeve that had served as a gag.
"If the prisoner is bandaged, take him away," ordered Claiborne from his sofa, and he waited until the marines marched the wounded man off between them toward one of the outbuildings.
"Now," went on Claiborne, "please sit near me, all of you —Mr. du Fossat, Mr. Banton, Claude, and these two new friends. I've been deciding what to do."
"And what is that, Your Excellency?" inquired Banton for them all.
"To some degree, nothing," replied the Governor, in a stronger voice, as though he had defeated some of his fevered weakness. "That is, I want no public talk in New Orleans of what happened here today. These escaped assassins will take some time creeping back to their masters to report, and I ask all of you to give me your pledge to keep your counsel until I release you."
"I gladly pledge myself," said Horner Banton, and the others gave their consent in turn.
"Casimir and I wrote something to our kinsmen, sir," said Ben. "I to my uncle, he to his father. But they can be trusted, I assure you."
"And there was Ma'm'selle Felise O'Rourke," added Casimir. "Colonel O'Rourke's daughter—I had to tell her part of the story, so that she would lend us horses."
Horner Banton's shaven lips tightened. "A young girl in the secret," he said soberly. "Then I fear it's no secret at all."
"Then you do not know my cousin Felise, sir," protested Casimir. "I told her she must keep still, and she will do so.
She is the daughter of a brave old soldier, who is completely loyal to Governor Claiborne and to Orleans Territory and the United States."

"Come, I'll engage for the discretion of the O'Rourkes," said Claiborne. "Claude, bring pen and paper. You must write letters to be sent at once to New Orleans."
"Permit me," put in Du Fossat. "I have a swift pirogue, and slaves who paddle stoutly. With the downstream current, they can bear your message to town as fast as the best horses will go on the muddy road."
"Thank you," said the Governor. "I accept that offer."
He quickly dictated two letters, almost identical, to Frank Parker and Achille Beaumont. They contained the story of the attempted murder and its failure, and enjoined both men to strict secrecy. A somewhat different letter to Colonel O'Rourke asked his confidential help and advice, and thanked him for the use of his horses. When Claiborne had signed them, Dejan and Du Fossat went away in search of a messenger and boatmen.
"In this way, perhaps the Spaniards will think for a few days that I have died as they hoped," Claiborne told Horner Banton. "I will disappoint them soon enough, with another and more public letter. Claude," he said as his secretary returned, "I will dictate a message to Governor Maxent at Pensacola, but not at once. There is something else."
His fever-bright eyes continued to look at Ben. "You have proved your courage and loyalty and enterprise today," he said. "I venture to hope you'll continue to prove them."
"In any way you command, Your Excellency," was Ben's prompt reply.
"Will you then try to learn more of what the Spaniards seek to accomplish in New Orleans? You and your friend here?"
"Gladly," said Ben, and "Gladly," Casimir echoed him.
"Good," said the Governor. "Claude, write out copies of two commissions on my staff. These are not to be announced as yet, but they will appoint Mr. Benjamin Parker and Mr. Casimir Beaumont as my aides, each to rank as a lieutenant of militia in the territory. Will you accept, you two?"
Ben's heart beat faster than when he stalked Jethro Wicks. He could only nod his acceptance.
"I will hope for word from both of you," went on Claiborne, "in private, as you learn news. Perhaps Mr. Banton will serve as a friend to bring messages from you. When I have recovered and have returned to New Orleans, I shall rely on our better acquaintance."
Still Ben could not speak his happy gratitude. It was Casimir who said, "Your Excellency, we will do our utmost in that duty or any other."
"Ha," applauded Horner Banton, "my congratulations to Lieutenants Parker and Beaumont. And, Governor Claiborne, my further congratulations to you on securing two such aides."
 



VII. Fruitless Search

 
The tension relaxed on all sides, governor claiborne, now quite exhausted, was helped into the house. The others came to shake the hands of Ben and Casimir and to offer praise and hospitality.
Claude Dejan shrewdly diagnosed Casimir's embarrassment and led him off, to lend him a handsome suit of green instead of the muddy riding clothes. Only Horner Banton was of a size to make a similar loan to the robust Ben, and he produced from his luggage a pair of nankeen trousers, a fine ruffled shirt, and a blue coat. Monsieur Du Fossat's servants bore off the soiled garments for industrious brushing, scouring, and pressing.
Dinner that evening was something of a celebration. Governor Claiborne kept to his room, and broth and custard were carried there to tempt his invalid appetite; but in the dining room, Du Fossat presided at one end of a long table and his wife at the other, welcoming their guests to a meal little short of a banquet. It began with a clear, savory soup. This was followed by wild duck, tgg dumplings, several vegetables lightly boiled together in spicy sauce, and a salad. Half a dozen varieties of fresh fruits, with nuts and raisins, appeared for dessert.
When Madame du Fossat rose and said good night, the butler brought decanters of wine. The host called for toasts to the President of the United States and to Governor Claiborne. In turn, Horner Banton summoned Du Fossat and Dejan to drink the health of Ben and Casimir as heroes and future leaders of their people. Ben felt his face burn in an embarrassed flush, but Casimir responded gravely, proposing for his part a toast to "Orleans Territory—may she become the newest and greatest of the United States." All drank to that.
The two friends slept that night in the Du Fossat guesthouse, which Casimir called the gargonniere. They woke next morning as the plantation bell clanged to summon the slaves to their work. They found their riding clothes cleaned and pressed, and took breakfast of rolls and coffee with Monsieur du Fossat. Then they rode home along the river road, under skies that shone bright and clear after the cloudy weather through which they had hunted Wicks.
Reaching home at noon, they found a trio of starkly anxious faces awaiting them. Monsieur Beaumont, Frank Parker, and Colonel O'Rourke had spent a worried night together and now fired questions about the affair at Tchoupitoulas.
Concern for Ben and Casimir had been matched by concern for Claiborne and the territory he governed. When the story of the ride and rescue had been told, Colonel O'Rourke drew a long breath, half sigh and half snort. His lean fingers tweaked his mustache.
"The Governor's letters about the pair of you are full of praise," he said, "and I beg to add my own. You have acted the parts of patriots and soldiers. Alors, he should have rewarded you on the spot."
"And so he did," said Ben. "I reckon it's all right for you to see this." He handed over his commission on Claiborne's staff. "And Casimir has one like it."
The three older men pored over the commissions with interest.
"These appointments are to be kept secret, you say?" inquired Monsieur Beaumont. "Tiens y I call that wise. But how many know the part you played in the adventure?"
Casimir counted on his slim fingers. "Nine," he said after a moment. "The Governor himself, his secretary Monsieur Claude Dejan, Monsieur Banton, and Monsieur Soniat du Fossat. Then there are the three of you, and Ben and myself. Of course, we were seen by the servants at Tchoupitoulas, but they do not know us by name and heard little of our talk with the Governor."
"I count ten," corrected Ben. "Casimir told Mademoiselle Felise about it when she lent us the horses."
"I'll wager she says nothing," insisted Casimir.
"I, too," nodded the Colonel. "Having no son, I have reared my daughter to play in some measure a man's part. She is discreet. But you have forgotten others. This sad individual Jethro Wicks, and his friend who escaped—they will carry the news back to the enemy."
"I doubt if they delayed long enough to get a sure notion of Casimir or me," said Ben. "Anyhow, they won't know that we hold the Governor's commissions."
"Let's hope not," said Frank Parker soberly, "or you might have trouble, both of you, on a dark street some night.
Wicks and his friend make twelve, then, who know about the attempt—I don't count the man you captured, he's safe under arrest. Wait, there's a thirteenth, and I hope he's not the unlucky one."

"Who do you mean?" demanded Monsieur Beaumont.
"The person who first warned Ben, and whose name Ben and Casimir will give no one," said Frank Parker.
"Please allow us to respect his wishes," said Ben. "You know that Casimir and I are to learn what we can of any other plots. This man may help with more news if he sees he can trust us."
"Egad, nephew, you're right," pronounced Frank Parker. "Yet I plead guilty to superstition—Pd a sight rather have the secret shared by fourteen than thirteen."
"I was ready to say the same thing," spoke up Monsieur Beaumont. "Suffer me to bring in a fourteenth."
"Who is that, Achille?" asked the Colonel.
"A man as I trust myself or Casimir, as you trust Felise. Archimede."
"How?" cried Colonel O'Rourke. "Your black servant?"
"I trust Archimede, too," announced Frank Parker. "Have him in, Achille."
Monsieur Beaumont rang the bell. Archimede entered, grizzled and solemn.
"Archimede," said his master gravely, "you and I have lived together all our lives. We were children together, young men together. Now we grow old together. Throughout the years we have been the best of friends."
"It is as you say, M'sieu'," agreed the servant, courteously expectant.
"Often you have carried great burdens of responsibility for me," continued Monsieur Beaumont. "I ask you now to take on the weight of another most important one."

"Anything you ask, M'sieu'," said Archimede promptly.
"I knew he would say that," Monsieur Beaumont exulted to his friends. "Bien y Archimede, listen while my son tells you a story."
Casimir's tale lost nothing whatever in the telling. Archimede drank in the words, silent and expressionless as an Indian. When Casimir had finished, Archimede's eyes turned toward his master.
"I have already heard something of this," he ventured. "It was in the mouths of two servants from Tchoupitoulas."
"How have you heard about it?" exclaimed Casimir. "It has only just happened, and twelve miles up the river at that."
"A letter came last night, for M'sieu' your father," Archimede reminded him. "With the messenger came two men who paddled the boat. By now, many workmen and servants will have heard a rumor."
"I thought the servants knew nothing," sighed Casimir. "I misjudged the keenness of their hearing."
"That is why I brought you into this, my old friend," Monsieur Beaumont told him. "We see, again, that very little is hidden from the gens noirs, the black folk of New Orleans. All of us here seek news of Jethro Wicks."
"Jethro Wicks," Archimede repeated the name.
"And of anyone else who would injure Governor Claiborne. You are loyal to me, Archimede, and to the United States. I ask you to work with us."
"Aye," put in Frank Parker, "and say nought of our search for news. But find out what you can, and let us know."
"With gladness," agreed Archimede, stately as an ambassador. "You honor me by trusting me."

Monsieur Beaumont rose. His slim pale hand caught Archimede's sinewy dark one.
"I have said that I trust you, and I say it again," he said warmly. "We rely on your loyalty and sense. If you hear anything, if you even guess anything, come to me or my son, or to Monsieur Ben."
Archimede bowed and withdrew. Colonel O'Rourke watched him go, then cleared his throat raspingly and stroked his mustache. His dark eyes snapped.
"A shrewd ally, that," he commented. "Well, we are all sworn to help Claiborne and the nation. It is almost like going into battle. My blood tingles."
"Do you say the same thing, Casimir?" asked Ben. "Is there not a yearning in'your heart?"
"Say rather in my stomach," replied his friend. "It was a long ride, and I'm hungry."
After dinner, Frank Parker and Colonel O'Rourke said their farewells and departed. Ben went to his room to change. When he came out he met Casimir, dressed to the top of the fashion.
"My father suggests that we walk out, you and I," Casimir hailed him. "To the levee, then among the cafes. Tonight we go to the play at the Theatre Saint Philip. What say you to that, my Ben? It becomes a pleasure, this service to one's country, hein?"
Out they walked, hats tilted and canes swinging, along the shell-strewn levee road. The great crescent-shaped water front was strung with ships and barges, the market rang with voices, the Place d'Armes swarmed with strollers. Later they headed up Saint Louis Street to the cafe called La Bourse de Maspero, its small tables thronged with customers. Ben saw his Uncle Frank conferring with two traders, and once his heart bounded; for he glimpsed a checked shirt against the long bar at the rear of the big room. But then the shirt's wearer showed his face, a heavy, good-humored face not at all like that of the horse-holder he and Casimir had tied to the sweet gum tree in the Tchoupitoulas woods.
 

 
Toward evening, Casimir returned home while Ben, on sudden impulse, headed for the door where Jean Laffite had bade him good-by the day before.
He entered a cafe, small and cheerful and full of people. Just inside the door, Jean Laffite strode forward to greet him.
"Welcome, my friend," said Laffite, smiling and cocking the brow above his squint eye. "I am told that you took a refreshing ride in the country yesterday."
"A refreshing ride and a profitable one," replied Ben, falling into the other's mood of veiled banter. "Thank you for past favors."

"N'importe" deprecated Laffite, shrugging. "But come, my brother is here. I will present you."
He led Ben to a table where two men sat with a wine bottle and glasses. They rose, and Jean Laffite made flourishing introductions.
"This is Monsieur Ben Parker," he said, "who is, shall we say, curious about certain people who may or may not be in the town."
"You know a vast deal about my affairs, Monsieur Laffite," said Ben with a frown.
"I but add two and two, and it makes four. My brother Pierre."
Pierre Laffite lacked his brother's height and suavity, but he looked intelligent and competent.
"And Monsieur Dominique You, a—family friend."
Dominique You was swarthy and heavy, but not soft. His black mustache bristled as fiercely as Colonel O'Rourke's, and a scar furrowed one broad cheek.
"You have in mind," went on Jean Laffite to his brother and Dominique You, "that I mentioned a swift errand on which a young American rode yesterday. Enfin, here we have that same young American, and you will value his acquaintance as I do."
He turned away to greet another customer. Dominique You gestured Ben to a chair. "Wine?" he offered. "Coffee, perhaps?"
"Coffee, if you please," said Ben. "I'm glad to meet you both."
A waiter with a gold earring and a sheath knife brought the coffee. Pierre Laffite lighted a lean, dark cigar.

"We understand each other, I am sure," he half whispered. "We need speak no more of your errand, save to say that we applaud, that perhaps we can help."
Ben looked from one to the other. Dominique You chuckled, like an echo of distant thunder, and his teeth gleamed white under his mustache.
"Come, you do well to suspect friendship so lightly offered," he said, "but do not fear. These brothers Laffite do not like Spaniards j there are big scores to pay off on both sides. Count on them, sir."
"How about the English?" asked Ben. "Most people here and in the States expect to fight the English sooner or later."
"Ah," breathed Pierre Laffite, lighting his cigar at a candle. "And New Orleans is far from—from everywhere. A logical point for an attack by sea, and the English are masters of sea fighting."
"But if they attack?" prompted Ben. "You don't like Spaniards, but—"
"Softly, I pray you," cautioned Dominique You. "You will make some of these people stare, and I dislike being stared at. I might be forced even to resent a stare. Well, if they attack, I for one do not particularly like the English. I have fought them before."
"Indeed?" said Ben, interested.
"I was an artillerist. I served under the greatest of artillerists—the Emperor Napoleon."
He lifted his wineglass to his lips, as though to toast the name of France's warrior ruler.
"We will all help," elaborated Dominique You. "All who serve these Laffites, down there at Barataria beside the river's mouth. And they will be needed, make no doubt of that."

"You encourage me to mention the name of Jethro Wicks," said Ben.
"We do not know if he is in New Orleans," said Pierre Laffite. "In any case, he is small game for you."
"Wicks is a bold servitor, no more," added Dominique You, nodding his great fierce head. "You must find the one who directs him."
"And who is that?" demanded Ben.
"Alas, who knows?" breathed Pierre Laffite, filling his glass. "I'll engage that nobody knows, save Wicks himself, and he is in hiding. Come here from time to time, and perhaps we can tell you something more than that. For now, be assured of our friendship."
Ben departed, feeling as though he had been among friendly tigers.
Casimir waited at home, with more news.
"Archimede says that tomorrow there will be a slave dance on Congo plains." He waved eastward. "It is out there beyond the ramparts. The slaves go on Sundays, to talk and visit and dance. Archimede himself will walk among them, to hear what may be heard."
"Can we go also?" prompted Ben.
"Why not? Are we not to go everywhere, searching for news of Jethro Wicks?"
Early on Sunday afternoon, Ben and Casimir strolled toward the landward edge of town. Many other citizens were gathered along the half-ruined earthwork that once had made a fortification around New Orleans, and all gazed into a broad clear space of hard-tramped earth, where crowds of dark-skinned folk appeared.
"This happens every Sunday, or nearly," Casimir explained. "It is a hard master would refuse to let his servants come."
Ben watched the slaves. Some stood in laughing groups. Between these close gatherings moved others, in pairs or small numbers, men and women dressed gaily in the castoff finery of their masters and mistresses. Loud, happy greetings whipped back and forth. Brown men doffed hats to brown girls, with all the flourishing gallantry of Creole dandies. Through the crowd moved hawkers of food or drink, with trays and barrows. Everyone seemed to be eating, drinking, and laughing.
"Look yonder at Archimede," said Casimir. "He tries hard to stand on his dignity, but his eyes flash, even at this distance. He will enjoy himself today, no matter how he strives against it."
"Hark!" said Ben.
Through the hubbub suddenly sounded a loud and prolonged rattling. A big black man had begun to beat on what looked like an enormous drum.
"Hai, Bamboula!" he shouted, in a voice as deep as the bell of the Cathedral.
Ben saw that the drum was made of a red-painted cask with rawhide drawn over its open end, and that the drumsticks were two massive beef bones, as smooth and white as ivory. Heavily and yet nimbly, the drummer plied his bones in a steady, rolling rhythm.
"Bamboula! Bamboula!" yelled another voice.
"Hai!" a dozen more took it up. "Dansez Bamboula!"
There was a swift, eager running to form sets on the hard floorlike earth, as for a figure of reel or lancers. Ben heard a new jangling rhythm, and after a moment saw where it came from. The men wore small tin bells tied to their ankles.

Now the drumbeat became swifter and more intricate. A clear voice began to sing, and more voices joined in harmony. The words were neither French nor English—perhaps they were a memory of the wild Africa from which these slaves, or their forefathers, had come. The melody employed savage minors and cadences. Women did most of the singing, and they moved in a swaying, slow rhythm, while the men leaped, pranced, and capered like Indian braves.
"Bamboula!" shouted the drummer.
"Hat, Bamboula!" the chorus answered him. "Badoum, badoum!"
In the midst of all the noise and excitement, Ben found someone plucking at his sleeve.
"M'sieu'," came the voice of Archimede at his ear. "Come away. There is news."
"News?" he echoed. "Come on, Casimir."
They followed Archimede down from the rampart and into the town.
"A porter from Levee Street told me," said Archimede, with more swift excitement in his voice than Ben had dreamed possible. "The one you seek—"
"Wicks?" prompted Casimir. "Where is her"
"There is a keelboat moored at the levee above the canal," said Archimede. "It belongs to an American named Seiber. Your man, M'sieu' Wicks, was living upon it these last few days, and others with him."
"Say you so?" cried Casimir. "Come, come, hasten home!"
When Monsieur Beaumont heard the report they gasped out, he sent next door at once for Colonel O'Rourke.

"What are we to do?" asked Ben as the Colonel heard the story in his turn. "The Governor is not here, nor Horner Banton—"
"There is but one thing to do," Colonel O'Rourke broke in, his eyes snapping. "Let us find this keelboat belonging to someone named Seiber, and search it. Come, we are four resolute men. I'll send my groom with word to Ben's uncle, that will make five. Fetch horses!"
They rode through the Sunday streets, a warlike party indeed. Each had a pistol in his coat pocket. Colonel O'Rourke was at their head, like the leader of a raid. At the bridge that spanned the canal waited Frank Parker.
"Too late," he told them at once, and pointed. "Look yonder."
A column of sooty vapor rose from the direction of the river.
"It's Seiber's keelboat," said Frank Parker. "When I asked where I could find it, the men at the water front said that it caught fire an hour ago."
They went to the levee to investigate. The keelboat had been cut from its moorings and shoved clear of other craft lest its fire reach them. Flames burst from its deck, clouds of murky smoke from its ports.
"No chance to go aboard," groaned Colonel O'Rourke. "Who knows? There may have been papers, plans, the whole record of the Spanish plot."
"What about Seiber, the owner?" Monsieur Beaumont asked Frank Parker.
"They say he and two others left the boat empty yesterday," was the reply.
"Then they went, all of them, to kill Governor Claiborne," suggested Casimir.

"And when their plot fell through, and they knew we had the name of Wicks, some friend of theirs set the boat afire," summed up Ben. "Burning the boat is proof that they think New Orleans is too hot for them."
"Aye," nodded Frank Parker. "And somewhere outside of New Orleans they're hatching their new deviltries."



VIII. The Challenge

 
Ben took daily walks during the rest of October, in all parts of town. Casimir shuddered at some of them and insisted that Ben accompany him to fields of more intriguing examinations—the theaters, the market, and the drawing rooms of friends who were giving parties. Nowhere did they see or hear anything of Jethro Wicks.
At the end of the month Governor Claiborne was back in New Orleans. Ben saw him riding along the street, seemingly well recovered from the fever that had prostrated him at Tchoupitoulas. News spread that Claiborne had sent a letter to Governor Maxent of the Spanish colonists, a letter dignified but stern. He claimed for the United States the island occupied by Maxent's troops, and warned that any measures taken to fortify that disputed bit of land would be met with a concentration of American naval forces.
He also issued authority for Colonel O'Rourke to enlist a battalion of volunteers to augment the territorial militia.

On November 5, delegates from the various parishes of Orleans Territory were to meet and decide finally on the invitation of the United States Congress to become a state. But a new epidemic of yellow fever caused them to adjourn the meeting for two weeks, and in the interim the question of statehood was heatedly argued wherever two men met. Ben listened gloomily to fierce discussions in cafes, offices, and markets. There seemed to be no calm or rationality in the arguments—men barked or grumbled, and he heard of old friends becoming enemies because their opinions on statehood differed.

"I worry too, Ben," said Frank Parker. "Especially when I hear quotations from Josiah Quincy exchanged like pistol shots."

"Josiah Quincy?" repeated Ben. "The Yankee Congressman?"

"Last winter he said that statehood should be reserved to the original colonies that fought themselves free in the War of Independence, and that Creoles aren't worthy to be full citizens."

"Maybe that's why Creoles want to be full citizens now," Ben suggested. "They refuse to be left out of anything."

The opinions of Josiah Quincy deeply offended Colonel O'Rourke. "Have we not made the Americans welcome?" Ben heard him grumble to Monsieur Beaumont. "Now they speak of us as weaklings and savages."

"Doucement," said Monsieur Beaumont. "It is but one Congressman who complains against us. Here is Ben, as American as anyone alive today, and he does not object to our differences of culture."

"I don't hold with this talk about different kinds of folks," Ben made bold to say. "There are Dutch up in New York, and Germans in Pennsylvania, who can't talk more than a few words of English. On the frontier we have Indians, and white men living like Indians. The country ought to be big enough to take all these various folks in, and one way for it to grow that big is to admit Orleans Territory."

"Bravely spoken, my Ben, and wisely!" applauded the Colonel. "You should be in Congress to reply to men like this Quincy."

"Give him a few years," said Achille Beaumont. "By then Orleans Territory will be a state, and Ben may go to Washington as our Congressman."

"I will cast my vote for him," promised Colonel O'Rourke, not wholly in fun.

On November 18, comfort came to those who favored statehood. Julien Poydras was elected president of the convention and began by speaking at length in favor of forming a state. On the following day, Jones Watkins moved to adopt a resolution to erect a sovereign and independent state from the Territory of Orleans, and to enable the adoption of a state government and constitution.

After vigorous debate, the measure was adopted by a large majority. By November 23, a committee of seven had been named and instructed to prepare the plan of a state constitution. Six days later the convention was reading the constitution plan.

Meanwhile, Colonel O'Rourke toiled night and day to organize his militia battalion. Scores of young men from the best Creole families called daily to offer themselves for enlistment, to bow formally to Madame O'Rourke, and to whisper compliments to Felise. There were many coffeehouse conferences, to decide on the cut, color, and material for dashing uniforms.

To Ben and Casimir came Claude Dejan, bringing a note from the Governor. It urged that they enlist in the new battalion, the better to conceal their connection with the Governor's staff. They did so in December, at about the time that O'Rourke's volunteers voted to wear a splendid uniform of blue cutaway coat, light gray pantaloons with a dark blue stripe, and high visored cap furnished with chin strap and plume. Gold braid and buttons, with white crossbelts, added splendor. Tailors throughout New Orleans snipped and stitched. Colonel O'Rourke ordered at his own expense five hundred muskets from Philadelphia and meanwhile bade his recruits fall out for drill with their own fowling pieces and deer rifles. Two hundred and forty strong they mustered, and at their first meeting voted to call themselves the Orleans Voltigeurs.

Christmas came and went in a sparkling flurry of feasting, dancing, and music. Ben and Casimir saw the New Year in at one of the balls their Creole friends were always giving on great pretexts or small. On the afternoon of January i they drove out, with several other members of the Voltigeurs, to pay their respects at the homes of acquaintances. Their longest visits and most extravagant good wishes were given at houses where pretty daughters made them welcome. And on January 6, Ben found that the Creoles celebrated Twelfth Night with as much elaborate gaiety as distinguished Christmas at home in Wilmington.

All this while, the delegates argued over the proposed constitution. One resolution drew the fiercest of arguments. Many delegates wanted to claim and add to the new state all the westward lands over which Spain and the United States had disputed. The claims were greatly modified at last, and meanwhile New Orleans had a new wonder to relish.

Ben heard of it on January 10, and went with other clerks from the office to watch it move on the river—a slow, smoke-belching craft. A score of voices told him what it was.

"That's the steamboat—it's the New Orleans, and it paddled all the way down from Pittsburgh on the Ohio."
Ben had heard of steamboats, but this was his first sight of one. He stood in the curious crowd on the wharf and looked. The long narrow hull was squarely made, in contrast to the graceful sailing vessels near by. At the stern was fixed a great fabric of broad wooden paddles, like a large mill wheel. The black stack belched clouds of heavy smoke, and there were two masts rigged for sails in case of need.

Next day, Captain Baker, who commanded the New Orleans, stepped into the offices of Hatch and Parker on an errand, and on the day after that, Saturday, January 12, Casimir and Ben went to the steamboat's wharf in the afternoon. Throngs of men and women gazed, pointed and chattered.
"It is at least a hundred feet long," said Casimir.
"A hundred and sixteen, sir," a dock worker corrected him, "and twenty feet in the beam."
"Captain Baker says it cost $36,000 American," added Ben.
"So much?" said Casimir. "See yonder, Colonel O'Rourke and Felise."
The two pushed through the crowd to join their neighbors. Felise was demure and smiling, as always, in dark green velvet with a fur-trimmed cape. Colonel O'Rourke waved at the steamboat with Spanish excitement.
"I heard it was coming," he said, "but I did not believe it would appear at last. They say the time of travel was but two hundred and fifty-nine hours from Pittsburgh, not counting stops. What do you think of it, Ben?"
"I think it is marvelous," said Ben.

"Tomorrow the Captain will conduct excursions," added Felise. "Papa, I do so wish to go."
"We shall see, my daughter," smiled the Colonel. "A day will come when steamboats are commonplaces."
"Amen to that, sir," said Ben. "My uncle and I were talking to Captain Baker yesterday. Perhaps boats like this will serve as the real joining of Orleans Territory to the United States— they travel right fast, upstream or down. Maybe they'll answer the problems of river and ocean commerce at last."
"Oh, hardly that," drawled a lazy voice behind him.
Ben glanced around. The speaker was nobody he knew—a robust man of thirty-five or so, almost foppishly dressed. He wore a pale blue coat with lapels turned back from a fencelike high collar and a great frothy cascade of shirt ruffle. His fawn-tinted strapped pantaloons clung to his straight, muscular legs, and his shoes were as shiny black as polished ebony. His swarthy face was shaven except for close-trimmed black side whiskers, and his eyes were deep-set and his chin as narrow and pointed as a chisel. In one hand the stranger held a high beaver hat whose nap he was smoothing with a cambric handkerchief.
His dark eyes looked mockingly back at Ben.
"You spoke to me, sir?" prompted Ben.
"I did," said the other, drawling as though to emphasize the disdainful amusement in his voice. "I beg to differ with your notion that a boat like this will mean so much to river trade."
"I have heard—" Ben started to say.
"Oh," interrupted the man, "you have heard something. And you think that if you repeat it, that makes it important."
Ben stepped closer. "Sir, you are trying to make a quarrel."

Several of the nearer members of the crowd also turned to look on curiously. At one side of Ben stood a Choctaw Indian, with long braids of hair and a closely held gay blanket. On his other side a young man approached in fastidiously beautiful garments, with a small but active figure. The awareness of an audience made Ben nervous, and his temper began to leave him.
"Suppose you explain yourself, sir," he snapped.
The wide, hard lips parted to smile. They showed small, pointed teeth. "Why," came the mocking drawl, "I came to look at the steamboat. Then your voice made a din in my ears. I think it is you who want to quarrel, and who am I to refuse you?"
"What is being said here?" demanded Colonel O'Rourke, pushing past the Choctaw to Ben's side. Fully a dozen bystanders had now shifted their attention from the steamboat to the two disputants.
"It is only that Ben resents an insult," said Casimir, bristling like an angry cat. "This fellow is being rude."
"Rude is the exact word, I think," added Ben. "Sir, I don't know your name—"
"I don't know yours, either," cut in the stranger's drawl, "but I don't believe that it's a very frightening one. Please be quiet j you begin to irritate me."
And he lifted the cambric handkerchief and flicked it at Ben's nose, as though to brush away a speck of dirt.
Next instant Ben's clenched knuckles barked themselves against the smiling pointed teeth. The Choctaw whooped applause as the man in the blue coat staggered back, dropping both his hat and his handkerchief.
Ben was in the act of springing in, his big fist cocked to strike another blow, when Casimir caught his arm in both hands, wrestling to hold him back.

"Ben, have care!" he cried. "Gentlemen don't fight like that!"
"Let me go," growled Ben, heaving to free himself.
Half a score of others had shoved between Ben and the dark man, all talking and shouting. From every side pressed staring faces. Colonel O'Rourke's great voice rose above all other commotion.
"This is infamous!" he roared.
"Infamous?" echoed the beautifully dressed young man who had stood beside Ben. "You may well say so, Colonel O'Rourke. Myself, I do not know how things began, but I saw this young brawler," and he flung out a hand toward Ben, "strike with his fist, like any boor from a flatboat."
"An animal," supplemented another young man, in a superbly fitting coat of chocolate brown.
"Do you interest yourself in this matter, Monsieur de Marigny?" rasped Colonel O'Rourke at the man who had echoed him.
"Only as a gentleman who was taught to fight like a gentleman," was the ready answer.
"Sir," said the man Ben had struck, "your name's De Marigny? Well, I've just come from Natchez; I'm without acquaintance in New Orleans. If you feel that I have right on my side, I would ask a favor."
"You wish me to act for you, sir?" suggested De Marigny. "It is I who am favored when you ask my help. But you can hardly offer this ruffian the dignity of satisfaction on the field of honor."
"Monsieur de Marigny, you talk yourself into trouble," said Ben hotly, and again he tried to push past Casimir.

"Zut!" De Marigny flung at him in contempt. "You are a ruffian. You should be met only with a whip or a stick."
He half raised his slender cane. With a quick effort, Ben thrust Casimir aside and stood clear.
"Touch me with that cane," he warned with deadly chill, "and I swear by heaven that I'll pull your arm clear out of your shoulder."
"Silence!" shouted Colonel O'Rourke, and voices died in that blast like gnats in a rush of flame. The Colonel looked around him, eyes snapping and mustaches on end.
"Before we lose all control of our tongues," he went on sternly, "permit me to say to all within reach of my words that this young man is Mr. Benjamin Parker, my neighbor and my valued friend. I say further that he was grossly insulted by this man, whose name I do not know."
"I'm Roy Kirwin," grumbled the swarthy one, who had picked up his hat. "Very much at your service."
"Furthermore," pursued Colonel O'Rourke, "any suggestion that Mr. Parker is not entitled to such usage as is accorded gentlemen, I shall consider as a slur upon myself. Am I plain enough ?"
Another silence. Ben, glancing sidelong, saw that Felise watched him with brown eyes wider open than he had thought possible.
"Sir," said the man who called himself Roy Kirwin, "I have not the advantage of your acquaintance."
"Suffer me to present you to Colonel O'Rourke," offered De Marigny promptly.
"Colonel O'Rourke," went on Roy Kirwin, "I have no notion of refusing your hotheaded friend, Mr. Parker, any satisfaction he feels called upon to claim." His deep-set black eyes glared at Ben, and with the cambric handkerchief he wiped his bruised mouth. "Somebody just spoke of the way gentlemen settle their differences. Without entering into any discussion of Mr. Parker's good manners or lack of them, I'm prepared to go into the matter with him as though he were a gentleman."
"You are generous, Monsieur Kirwin," applauded De Marigny. "I am enchanted to represent you."
"And I also," volunteered the spark in the chocolate coat. "My name is Auguste Duralde, and I am known, as I believe, to Colonel O'Rourke."
Casimir was at Ben's side, hat off and bowing low.
"Messieurs," he said, "I feel justified in offering, on the part of my friend Benjamin Parker, a challenge to Monsieur Kirwin. I am Casimir Beaumont, and will do myself the honor of acting for Monsieur Parker along with Colonel O'Rourke."
De Marigny relaxed. "Agreed," he said. "Shall we go where we may discuss these things in a manner becoming to men of sense?"
Ben was beginning to feel ridiculous. It seemed that half the population of New Orleans had gathered to gape and listen. Colonel O'Rourke spoke in his ear.
"My carriage is yonder on the street, with my driver on the box," he said. "I ask you, Ben, to see Felise home, then to wait for us at your own place. Have no worries about the conduct of your affairs in my hands and Casimir's."
"Of course not, sir," said Ben as Felise took his arm.
He escorted her through the crowd and handed her into the carriage. Then he took his place beside her, and they rolled away.
It was the first time that Ben and Felise had been together without the Colonel or Madame O'Rourke at hand, and both were silent while the carriage traveled for the distance of several squares. Felise seemed subdued, almost absent in manner. At length Ben attempted to make conversation.
"Do you think I acted badly?" he asked.
"I? But not at all. I only wonder how it will turn out."
"A matter of some throat-cutting, I reckon," said Ben, trying to speak carelessly, but Felise flinched and looked at him with trembling lips.
"Do you not know that he may kill you?"
"And you seem to think that I stand in fear of being killed," Ben half accused.
"No, no, I would never call you afraid. But do you not see that he forced the quarrel upon you? Why?"
Ben shrugged. He was beginning to copy the ways of the Creoles. "Indeed, I don't know. Maybe he took me for someone else. So far as I remember, I never set eyes on him before."
"He had the air of a bad man," said Felise, her voice soft and troubled. "Ben, we have become friends, you and I. I do not wish you to go into danger."
"I'm not hurt yet," he tried to comfort her.
"Then do not get hurt." Her hand caught his. "Guard yourself well, Ben."
"I aim to," he assured her. "Thank you for being worried."
"Worried!" cried Felise, so sharply that the driver half turned around. "I do not know how to say it—I feel that you will come away safe from the meeting, that you can take care of yourself. But—I shall not rest until I know that all is well with you."
"Thank you," he said again.
"Heaven be with you, Ben," she said, almost inaudibly.
 

 
He bade her good-by at her door and went into the Beaumont house. Monsieur Achille Beaumont was listening with full attention to his account of the adventure, when Archimede admitted Frank Parker with a look of concern on his plump face.
"So you're going to fight a duel," he burst out at his nephew. "I've just heard the story at the office, and I came here at once."
"I'm sorry, Uncle," said Ben, as though apologizing for some oversight. "But it seems I couldn't do anything else than what I did."
"I know that, my boy. They told me everything. I expected that sooner or later you'd quarrel and fight. But if something happens to you, how can I face your father and mother?"
Achille Beaumont frowned and stroked his chin. "The worst of it is, Ben issued the challenge," he observed.
"It was Casimir who issued it for me," Ben corrected him. "I reckon that was the right of it, since Kirwin hit me first."
"What I mean is, this Kirwin is the challenged party. He can choose his weapons." Monsieur Beaumont's eyes rested thoughtfully upon Ben. "From the way things fell out, I judge that he is an accomplished fighting man. He will choose his favorite weapon, the sword or the pistol. Suppose he demands swords?"
"You say I've made progress at fencing, sir," reminded Ben.
"With blunted foils, yes. But now the steel will be sharp, and it is a different thing. As to pistols—"
"I've fired pistols in my time, too," Ben told him.
"So, we may be sure, has this bully, Monsieur Roy Kirwin. If it is to be swords, all may be well. The least scratch will draw blood, and end the affair. But a bullet may pierce your heart or head. If it is his purpose to kill you, I think he will choose pistols."
"But if I'm any judge of my brother, the Captain, he taught Ben how to shoot," said Frank Parker. "Remember, Achille, Ben shot right well at Tchoupitoulas."
Just then the door burst open. Casimir and Colonel O'Rourke tramped in, grimly serious in manner.
"All has been arranged," announced the Colonel. "Achille, might Zeline make us some of that excellent coffee? We will tell you everything."
Monsieur Beaumont rang the bell. "How is the matter to be carried forward?" he asked.

"We conferred with De Marigny and Duralde. At once we came to a peaceable composition of the most awkward feature."
"A peaceable composition!" repeated Frank Parker gratefully. "There'll be no fight, then."
"Oh, but there will be a fight," replied Colonel O'Rourke. "I mean, a composition as to the hasty words spoken by Bernard de Marigny. You have not forgotten, Ben, that he spoke of you as no gentleman and threatened you with his walking stick."
As a matter of fact, Ben had indeed forgotten, but he said nothing.
"As soon as we sat down together, I came to that point," elaborated Colonel O'Rourke. "I told De Marigny in good round terms that on Ben's part I resented such language and treatment. De Marigny is no coward—he has fought himself several times—but he is of a fair mind. He said at once that he was more than happy to accept my own vouchment for you, Ben, and that he withdrew the offensive expressions."
"Good, good," said Ben. "But about Roy Kirwin—"
"All in good time," said the Colonel. "After De Marigny made this concession, Casimir very properly said that you would prefer redress in writing. De Marigny called for pen, ink, and paper and wrote a note on the spot. Where is the note, Casimir?"
Casimir produced a folded document and handed it to Ben.
The note was in French, the penmanship flourishing and the style highly formal. Monsieur de Marigny took occasion to assure Monsieur Parker that he, De Marigny, had been told with plainness and eloquence by their mutual friend, Colonel O'Rourke, that he, Monsieur Parker, was of the best breeding and reputation. This being fully explained, continued Monsieur de Marigny, he now desired to state that to the best of his knowledge and belief, Monsieur Parker was a gentleman in all senses of the word. Monsieur de Marigny concluded by hoping that this protestation would satisfy Monsieur Parker to the full. If not, Monsieur de Marigny stood ready to afford any further satisfaction demanded of him. He remained, with profoundest respect, Bernard de Marigny.
Ben read the letter from beginning to end and folded it again.
"That difficulty having been well resolved," Colonel O'Rourke was saying, "we proceeded to arrangements for the meeting with Kirwin. There was not the least trouble about time or place. Tomorrow at sunrise, on the edge of Fortin Plantation."
"That is not far," Casimir explained to Ben. "It is at the Bayou Saint John, just above the town. We thought it would be better than the Oaks—not so many people are apt to go to Fortin's, on the chance of seeing a fight."
"But what about weapons?" Frank Parker almost pleaded.
"The choice was, of course, their man's, since we had challenged him," said Casimir. "It was the only point on which this Monsieur Kirwin was insistent, the weapons to be used."
"And he chose—" prompted Monsieur Beaumont.
"He demanded pistols."
"Pistols!" Frank Parker groaned. "That means he wants to kill Ben."

"I do not despair," said Casimir stoutly. "I saw Ben hit his man at thirty paces, at Tchoupitoulas."
"A lucky shot," demurred Ben.
"Then pray for another lucky shot tomorrow," said Colonel O'Rourke. "You will trust your life to powder and ball as the sun comes up."
 



IX. Pistols at Daybreak

 
Archimede brought in the coffee tray, colonel O'Rourke took a cup, turned, and eyed Ben.
"You take the matter soberly," he said. "As I judge, the formalities of duels are a new experience to you."
"They are so, Colonel," admitted Ben.
"Have you any fears?" inquired Colonel O'Rourke.
"Ha, Ben, do not answer that question," spoke up Casimir, loyally nettled. "My Colonel, I know Ben, he fears neither man nor devil. You should have seen him hunting armed men, as I have."
"I beg to be excused for the suggestion," said Colonel O'Rourke, with all ceremony.
"No offense taken," said Ben. "Pm not afraid. But I feel differently about this. Those men who wanted to kill Governor Claiborne were real enemies. This Kirwin fellow—someone I don't know at all, quarreling over nothing. It's strange and it's stupid. I can't think of any other word for it."
"Since duels are new to you," remarked the Colonel, "it becomes you to trust fully in the advice and judgment of your seconds."
"Of course," agreed Ben. "And what are your advice and judgment?"

"That you relax," said Colonel O'Rourke. "You are to worry about nothing except sending your bullet point-blank into your adversary. As I have told you, all plans have been completed—the weapons, the place, the time. Beyond, there remains only to instruct you."
"True," agreed Monsieur Beaumont, himself as tautly businesslike as a merchant considering an important trading venture. "They are carefully conducted, these duels. Say on, my Colonel."
"First," resumed the old soldier, "it was no great trouble to arrive at the conclusion that no apology or other reconciliation could be expected. A blow had been given and returned. But Kirwin's attack, made with his handkerchief, came first. That made him the aggressor. The challenge ensued from Ben, as was proper, and Kirwin chose pistols. As we seem to agree, that will mean that he is well assured of his own skill. It is necessary, Ben, that you do your best to finish him at the very first fire."
"Finish him, Colonel?" repeated Ben.
"Suffer me to inform you further. A serious difference has risen. Blows have been exchanged. That is a matter that cannot be disposed of by an apology. In smaller degrees of provocation, a single exchange of shots may well satisfy both parties, but this is a situation in which blows have been struck. With that, or when the lie is given, it is obligatory to call for a second fire, a third, and so forward until one or both are disabled."
Frank Parker nodded doleful agreement.
"Wait," put in Monsieur Beaumont thoughtfully. "I knew of a case where a blow was given, and after an exchange of three shots with no injury done, he who gave the blow asked pardon. It was accepted, and honor was declared to be satisfied."
"I fear this will be no such case," said Casimir. "Monsieur Kirwin seems eager to strike whatever he shoots at."
"That is why I urge swift and certain aim," said Colonel O'Rourke emphatically. "We may be sure that this Roy Kirwin is no foolish novice, and Ben, too, can shoot to the mark. My boy, as your second and your close friend, I say that you must finish him at once."
"What did you say the distance was?" asked Ben thoughtfully.
"Twenty paces," Casimir replied. "Is it too much?"
"It seems about right," said Ben, remembering his target practice at home in North Carolina.
"This is all new business to Ben," said Frank Parker, studying his nephew. "Today he would have been glad to settle matters with his fists."
"Yes, as when he and I first met two months ago," said Casimir. "But he does not want to shoot a fellow man without knowing his reasons well."
"And that's the truth," agreed Ben frankly. "He flicked my face, I banged his. It seems to me that ought to be enough."
Colonel O'Rourke leaned forward. "I pray you, my young one, to dismiss any idle thoughts of dumb-shooting or making a deliberate miss," he said. "A challenge has been given on your behalf, and it has been accepted. Both of you must come upon the ground to fight. Let me assure you, Ben, that child's play is dishonorable to yourself and to your seconds, and it must not be attempted."
Ben sighed deeply, for indeed he had thought momentarily of firing in the air. "I'm in your hands," he said. "You've looked after the affair so far, continue to look after it. I'll do what you say."

"Well spoken," approved Monsieur Beaumont.
"Good lad," added Frank Parker, more cheerfully than he had spoken before. "You're my nephew. I'm responsible for you, and I dislike to see you in danger. But you're acting as I'd wish you to act."
Colonel O'Rourke then plunged into a complex dissertation on the intricacies of the dueling code. Ben sat silently, absorbing as much as he could. To him, it seemed that a man's seconds had everything to do except stand up to shoot and be shot at. Indeed, certain situations demanded that they even do some of the shooting, for in the case of a principal's infraction of a rule, his opponent's seconds were required in honor to fire at him themselves.
"Are there any questions you would ask?" wound up the Colonel at last, leaning back in his chair.
"None of you or Casimir," replied Ben. "The big question to me is still Kirwin. Why did he squabble with me? Why did he take issue on some silly question about the steamboat?"
"He's a bully," said Colonel O'Rourke. "Such men look for fights, as for amusements. He'll be none the worse for a bullet through his body."
"I agree!" cried Achille Beaumont. "Heaven will not prosper him to hurt Ben, on whom he forced his stupid insults."
Frank Parker was invited to stay the night and accepted. Ben finally excused himself and went upstairs.
He paused in the upper hall, stepped off twenty paces, and studied the distance. He had no doubt of his ability to hit a man with a pistol at so close a range. But, once more, he vexed himself with wondering why he should do so. Finally he went to his room and took pen and paper.
He wrote letters to his father and mother, saying that he was to fight a duel, assuring them as well as he could that it was nothing he might avoid, and signing himself their affectionate and dutiful son. When he had sealed them with wax and addressed the envelopes, he sat thinking for a moment. Then he pulled another sheet of paper toward himself and wrote briefly:
 
Dear Mademoiselle Felise:
I take leave to thank you heartily for the concern and friendship you voiced to me today. As I write, I am confident that no great harm will come to me, and that perhaps we can sail together on an excursion on the steamboat New Orleans, with your estimable parents.
Most truly yours, Benjamin Franklin Parker
 
Casimir looked in at the door, and Ben gave him the three sealed letters. "Send them off if by chance I don't survive Mr. Kirwin's attentions tomorrow," he said.
Casimir glanced at Felise's name on the third folded paper, smiled faintly, almost said something, then thought better of it.
"We will take dinner early tonight," he told Ben.
The meal was a quiet one, but Ben found himself surprisingly hungry. Later in the evening, two young officers of the Voltigeurs called to say that they had heard of the challenge. Both offered rather pompous congratulations on Ben's conduct, and wished him all good luck on the morrow.
At ten o'clock that night, Ben went to bed and fell asleep almost at once.

Shortly after five thirty in the morning, Casimir came in to prod him awake.
"Up so early?" mumbled Ben, yawning and stretching.
"What a question!" exclaimed Casimir. "I rose an hour ago, and I have prayed, as I think, to every saint in the calendar that they may protect you. The Cathedral will blaze with my candles when I have fetched you safe home again."
"Oh, yes." Ben remembered the duel. "Thank you, Casimir."
He rose, scrubbed his face, and combed his fair hair. Then he dressed with more care than usual, in ruffled shirt, frock coat, riding breeches, and shiny top boots. Casimir, watching, nodded his solemn approval.
"Your appearance will impress all concerned," he predicted. "I congratulate myself that I have instructed you so well about clothes."
Ben smiled into the mirror as he knotted his cravat. "I hope I don't make an impressive corpse," he said.
"Ha, do not say such unlucky things. Are you not aware that this is the thirteenth of the month?"
Ben's smile grew broader. "It was the thirteenth of the month when I first arrived in New Orleans. Somebody reminded me that what was well begun on the thirteenth might be lucky, or something like that. No, wait, that was a Friday. This is a Sunday. Don't worry about bad fortune for me, Casimir j maybe it will be Kirwin who'll have the bad fortune."
They descended to eat coffee and rolls. Frank Parker and Achille Beaumont silently shook hands with both of them.
Then Colonel O'Rourke entered, impeccable in bottle green, with a silver-mounted mahogany case tucked under his arm. He led them out to where a carriage waited in the quiet dimness of earliest dawn, with a Negro driver holding the reins.

The journey through the hushed, sleeping town to the Fortin Plantation did not take many minutes. When they reached a grassy meadow bordered with rather gloomily drooping trees, they found another carriage there before them and a small group of men standing near it.
"Pull up here," Colonel O'Rourke bade his driver; then he got out and walked to meet one of the group, who was coming toward him. It was Bernard de Marigny, spruce but solemn. The two shook hands and conferred in earnest whispers. Another of the group joined them, and finally all three came back to the carriage where Ben and Casimir sat waiting.
"Monsieur Parker," said the Colonel, "allow me to present Monsieur le Docteur Juneau, who is here in his professional capacity."
Dr. Juneau was pudgy and round-cheeked. He removed his tall hat, showing thin gray hair, and bowed. Quietly he expressed the hope that he saw Monsieur Parker in good health.
"We need delay no longer," continued Colonel O'Rourke. "The sun is not yet risen, but the sky is clear and there will be light enough for our business. Ben, remain in the carriage while Casimir comes with us."
Casimir stepped out and went with the Colonel, De Marigny, and Dr. Juneau to join the others. Sitting quietly, Ben looked across to where Kirwin moved clear of the new conference and stood alone and motionless. Kirwin wore a long dark coat buttoned to his sharp chin, and in his hand he held his beaver hat. He smoked a cigar. Its end glowed in the dawn like a baleful red eye.
After some moments of discussion, Casimir and the Colonel returned to the carriage.
"We have cast a coin," announced Colonel O'Rourke, "and have decided that we shall use my pistols. That means that De Marigny will pronounce the word to fire. Is it understood?"
"Perfectly," nodded Ben.
"Now you may come out of the carriage."
Ben did so. He was somewhat surprised and glad to find that he felt calm and confident.
"Come," the Colonel said to him. "Stay close at my side."
Casimir walked ahead of them and j oined Auguste Duralde, Kirwin's other second. Together this pair stepped off the distance from north to south, twenty paces in a straight line. Meanwhile, Colonel O'Rourke and De Marigny opened the mahogany pistol case and began to load the weapons with painstaking care.
When they had finished, De Marigny looked up.
"Let us place our friends," he said.
Colonel O'Rourke conducted Ben to the southern end of the twenty-pace line. With a hand on Ben's shoulder, he made him stop in position. "Now," he directed, "stand so, with your right side turned toward him."
Silently Ben obeyed. Opposite them, Duralde was setting Kirwin in a similar pose. Kirwin tossed away his glowing cigar and handed his hat to Duralde. He then turned his scowling face to gaze at Ben with calculating attention, as though probing with his eyes for a vital spot. The gray light, growing stronger, reminded Ben of the cloudy day on which he had hunted Jethro Wicks.
Casimir came and stood before Ben. In his right hand he held one of the pistols, grasped midway on the barrel, with the butt projecting forward. It was a handsome piece, fully a foot long but slimly and gracefully made, with silver filigree around the lock. Casimir's olive face looked pale and worried.
Meanwhile, De Marigny crossed between the two firing points and stood at some paces to the eastward, facing a point midway between. Opposite him Colonel O'Rourke took his stand, straight and motionless. Ben saw that each of them held a pistol at his right side, the muzzle pointing to the earth.
"Messieurs, are you ready?" came the clear voice of De Marigny.
Casimir held out the pistol. Ben took it by the curved butt and slid his finger over the trigger.
"The saints keep you, Ben," whispered his friend y then, more loudly, "We are ready, Monsieur." He walked away.
"Ready here," announced Duralde, and stepped well clear of Kirwin.
"Messieurs," said De Marigny, "you are to elevate the muzzles of your pistols. Kindly do so."
Ben raised his weapon to point at the sky, his arm crooked. He saw Kirwin do the same. In that moment, Ben decided what he would do. With his thumb he drew back the hammer.
"I will speak the following words of direction," went on De Marigny. " 'Ready—fire.' I will then count, 'One, two, three.' You may aim and discharge your pistols only after the word 'fire' and before the count of 'three.' If you do not understand, please say so now."
 

 
Neither Ben nor Kirwin spoke. Their eyes were fixed on each other. The silence was so deep that Ben heard a whisper of wind in the grass at his feet. He drew his lungs half full of air and held his breath for greater steadiness.
"Ready!" called De Marigny. "Fire! One—"
Out leaped Ben's arm, and he touched trigger. His shot cracked in the air like the lash of a great whip, and only that one shot was heard.
Kirwin spun all the way around, half doubled over. He caught his right hand with his left, and he wheezed and groaned as though in pain.
"He has been hit!" cried Duralde, and ran toward Kirwin, followed by De Marigny and Dr. Juneau. Ben stood where he was, and Casimir hurried to his side and took the smoking pistol from his grasp.
"Where did you strike him?" demanded Casimir eagerly.
"I didn't," said Ben shortly. "I shot his gun out of his fist, that's all."
"But—"
Kirwin cried out in pain. The doctor was examining that injured right hand. Meanwhile, De Marigny turned to address Colonel O'Rourke, gesturing excitedly. After a moment, Ben heard Dr. Juneau's high-pitched voice:
"I have never seen such a thing upon the field of honor. His right forefinger is badly sprained—the whole hand is disabled—but the skin is not broken. The bullet struck his pistol and knocked it away. His finger was hooked inside the trigger guard, and so became badly twisted. He cannot fire again."
"I still have my left hand," spoke up Kirwin, his voice shaking with pain and fury. "I want another try at him."
Another conference took place. Then De Marigny and Colonel O'Rourke approached Ben, side by side, looking very serious.
"My friend demands another fire," said De Marigny. "He will shoot left-handed."
"But reflect," argued Colonel O'Rourke. "He will be at a disadvantage, Monsieur de Marigny. Do you ask us to lower ourselves by taking so superior a position?"
"Oh, I'll shoot left-handed, too," broke in Ben, wondering at the careless sound of his own voice. "That ought to even things. Tell him I'm ready whenever he is."
De Marigny stared, then bowed low.
"Vous etes bien gentil" he said. "My compliments, Monsieur Parker. Bien> my Colonel, let us load again."
Ben turned himself around, so that his left side was toward Kirwin. He watched as the doctor bandaged Kirwin's right hand. Then Casimir came to him with the recharged pistol. Casimir's face was a study in drawn concern, and Ben grinned and winked one blue eye.
"Is this wise, this left-handed shooting?" Casimir quavered. "You had luck the first time, but what of the second?"
"Trust my luck the second time around, too," said Ben, "and stop being so nervous. He's trying to shoot me, not you."

"Helasl" moaned Casimir. "I'd be less nervous if I were facing him instead of you."
He departed. The sun began to hint of its rising in a reddish glow to the eastward, as the seconds again moved clear of their principals.
"Elevate your pistols," commanded De Marigny, and Ben raised his muzzle and drew back the hammer. Kirwin, glaring, did likewise.
"Ready! Fire! One—"
Ben aimed and pulled trigger, and the sound of the shot was quickly followed by a howl from Kirwin, who this time danced around and around the pistol he had dropped.
Again his seconds and the doctor raced to him. Dr. Juneau took one goggling look.
"Sacre nom d'un chameau vert!" he fairly snorted. "It has happened again! Not a wound, but a sprain!"
Casimir rushed upon Ben and caught him in his arms.
"Ah, ah!" he was exulting. "What—how—it was magnificent, but how did you manage? Such shooting! And I never guessed your skill!"
"I didn't want a drop of his blood on my conscience," replied Ben, "so I just put an end to his ideas of firing any third shot."
Coolly he lifted the pistol and blew smoke from its muzzle. Then he saw Colonel O'Rourke before him, eyes glowing.
"Trickery!" he accused. "I warned you against foolishness."
"Your pardon, Colonel," said Ben. "What you said was not to do any dumb-shooting—not to miss on purpose. I didn't miss. I gave both his hands a week's rest."
The Colonel's mouth opened and closed, like a fish's. He wagged his head, as though utterly baffled. Now De Marigny had joined them. His expression had something of fascinated awe.
"Highly irregular," he said. "Monsieur Kirwin cannot continue, yet he has not been struck in any part of his body. How shall we resolve this dispute?"
Colonel O'Rourke hummed thoughtfully in his throat.
"Perhaps," he suggested slowly, "we can compare it to a disarm with swords. The code expressly states that a disarm is equivalent to a disable."
De Marigny shrugged. "Name it how you will, there is no doubt but that Monsieur Kirwin has been both disarmed and disabled." He looked at Ben once more. "Myself, I have never seen the equal of it. What formidable marksmanship!"
"Superb," agreed Casimir.
"All that remains," went on De Marigny, "is to require that these gentlemen reconcile their differences. But first, permit me. Monsieur Parker, you are young, but you are incredible. How did you gain such skill?"
"I reckon it was my father's doing," replied Ben. "He was bound that I'd know how to shoot. He began with me when I was seven, and since then I've burned up two barrels of powder and shot away a few good hundredweight of lead."
"And at what mark?" wondered De Marigny.
"He used to make me shoot at a string stretched across a hoop. I had to break it at any point he told me."
"Par exemple!" exclaimed Colonel O'Rourke.
"My father thinks I'm a little better with a rifle than a pistol."

Casimir had turned away in his emotion. "And I had thought to give him lessons in shooting," he groaned.
"Eh, what a story this will make in town," said De Marigny. "What a stir! But come, there must be reconciliation."
Escorted by Casimir and the Colonel, Ben met Kirwin halfway between the firing positions. The injured man had both hands tightly swaddled in handkerchiefs, and looked at Ben with sullen eyes. When De Marigny urged him to make peace, he licked his lips.
"The duel's over," he said, "and that means the quarrel's over, too. Let it be so. I shoot right well, Mr. Parker, but you never gave me a chance. Otherwise, I think I'd have nicked you where you live."
"No more of such talk," insisted De Marigny. "According to the code, you must now shake hands."
"Both my hands were nearly torn off," Kirwin reminded him sourly.
"Then we pronounce you reconciled," said Duralde over Kirwin's shoulder. "Monsieur Parker, my compliments."
"Mine also," added De Marigny. "I shall look to another meeting, on more auspicious and cordial terms. Monsieur Kirwin, permit us to see you to your lodgings."
Ben walked to his own carriage between Casimir and Colonel O'Rourke. He had hard work to keep from laughing aloud in his triumphant relief.
 



X. To Be a State

 
On the drive back to town, with the sun coming up brightly to escort the carriage home, there was very little talk. Both Colonel O'Rourke and Casimir kept looking at Ben as though they rode with a rare article, admirable and at the same time a trifle baleful. Casimir took from his pocket the three letters Ben had written and handed them to his friend, who tore them into small bits and scattered them by the roadside. Casimir emitted an exaggeratedly sentimental sigh.
"It is too bad," he pretended to mourn, "that one of these documents could not be preserved and delivered."
He meant, of course, the letter to Felise. Ben was happy that the whole matter had so ended as to permit a mild joke.
When they reached the door of the Beaumont house, both Monsieur Beaumont and Frank Parker burst into view. Their worried faces shone as they saw Ben stepping down to the banquette.
"You're not wounded?" cried Frank Parker.
"Not a hair bent, Uncle," Ben assured him.
Frank Parker caught Ben's hand. "Thank heaven for that. But the other fellow, Kirwin. Did you—"
"He's not exactly wounded, either," said Ben. "There was no bloodshed at all."

"Then the quarrel was made up?" suggested Monsieur Beaumont.
"Made up?" echoed Casimir, following Ben in. "Zut alors, wait until you hear, my Father. Such a feat of arms was never seen before, since first men began to fight in New Orleans."
In the drawing room, Colonel O'Rourke and Ben left the description of the encounter to Casimir. He told everything dramatically, tramping here and there across the floor, gesturing with wide sweeps of his arms, posing himself now as Ben, now as Kirwin, now as De Marigny or Colonel O'Rourke or Dr. Juneau. Of Ben's skill in crippling both of Kirwin's hands without grazing the skin, Casimir made a climax of almost frantic eloquence.
"I could scarce forbear to clap my hands, as at the theater," he concluded, "but that unhappy Kirwin had no third fist on which Ben could inflict an encore. Sacre noml By nightfall the coffeehouses will ring with the tale that our Ben came upon the field with a voodoo charm in his pocket. For myself, I say that it was heroic, and artistic as well."
"I can appreciate good shooting," said Colonel O'Rourke, with a quieter admiration, "but such work with the pistol I never hoped to witness. Ben, if your father taught you, he must be a prodigy."
"My brother excelled everyone at home," remembered Frank Parker. "I was a pretty shot in my time, but nothing compared to him. Had I stopped worrying long enough to think, I would have reflected that Ben had good training. Captain Lucius Parker has been called the best shot, with the short gun and the long, in all the United States Army. General Jackson himself has complimented my brother."
"We should procure this valiant captain's transfer to duty in our town," suggested the Colonel. "Tiens, with the three Parkers armed and ready, we might defy Spain, England, Napoleon himself. Ben, you must be specially blessed by Saint Barbara, the patron saint of firearms."
Ben was embarrassed by all this praise. "It's the rifle that I'm best with," he said.
"Then I must carry that news around town," announced Casimir, still quivering in joyous excitement. "All New Orleans must be warned not to quarrel with Ben. Que dlablel Roy Kirwin's pride must be as sore as his fingers. He must realize that his life lay in Ben's hand."
"I reckon I'm lucky he didn't call for swords," said Ben.
"You must find a good mattre d'armes, and quickly," advised Colonel O'Rourke. "Then you will progress to where you need fear no weapon. Achille, shall I introduce him to L'Allouette? His reputation gains as a teacher."
Achille Beaumont lighted his long pipe. "L'Allouette has those who claim for him the title of master of masters," he said. "Yet I take leave to recommend Joseph Gamier."
"A good one, that Gamier," agreed the Colonel. "But he is careful about choosing pupils. He rejects those he does not find interesting."
"A la bonne heure!" cried Casimir. "After today, anyone will welcome Ben. Let us take him to Gamier."
Archimede appeared to announce visitors. In walked De Marigny and Duralde. De Marigny grasped Ben's hand, and his blue eyes twinkled.
"Ha, my marksman!" he cried. "My champion, who makes the pistol speak to the hairsbreadth! A hundred sparks in New Orleans will want to meet you—but as good friends, not as adversaries."
"A true word, that," seconded Duralde. "Colonel O'Rourke, are there more like this incredible Ben Parker among your Voltigeurs? I offer for enlistment with you; perhaps I can acquire skill by simple infection, like the measles."
"I fear none can approach Ben," smiled the Colonel, "but you are welcome in our ranks."
"How is Mr. Kirwin?" inquired Ben of De Marigny.
"Ah, gal" chuckled De Marigny as he sat down. "Thanks to your attentions, he is most disconsolately helpless. Indeed, he wearied us, and so we left him—Duralde and I—after we had cut up his breakfast meat and buttered his bread for him."
"There is nothing crippled about his tongue," elaborated Duralde. "He cursed the town of New Orleans, Dr. Juneau, who treated his sprains, and you yourself, Monsieur Parker. Indeed, I began to wish him whole again, that I might resent his ill manners. Snarling palls upon me. As we left, he swore to drink your blood."
"But think nothing of that," said De Marigny to Ben. "He is as helpless as a shackled convict at the Cabildo. And for all his vaporings, I do not think he thirsts to put another quarrel upon you."
"We spoke just now of offering Ben to Joseph Gamier for lessons at the sword," volunteered Monsieur Beaumont.
"Myself shall be proud to introduce him there," quoth De Marigny. "Monsieur Parker—permit me to call you Ben, and to you I am Bernard. Shall we visit Gamier tomorrow?"
"I must spend the morning at my uncle's office," Ben said.

"Then let us meet at three o'clock, at the Cafe des Exiles. It is near Garnier's salle d'armes"
Colonel O'Rourke rose. "Pardon," said he, "but I must go next door to my own house. Without doubt, the ladies of my family feel some wonder about how the affair was settled."
He departed, at once sprightly and dignified. De Marigny watched him go, then faced Ben once more.
"What!" he said. "Does Mademoiselle Felise O'Rourke concern herself about you? There are young men in New Orleans who will hear that news without pleasure."
"But I foresee no challenges," pronounced Duralde. "For my own part, I would rather pistol it out with the god of lightning."
"I also," laughed De Marigny frankly, "for lightning, they say, never strikes twice in the same place."
Ben laughed, too, and silently congratulated himself that no more duels were likely to be forced upon him.
He planned to go that afternoon to the levee with the Beaumonts and his uncle Frank, for a brief excursion aboard the New Orleans, but, just before dinner, Archimede brought him a note a messenger had handed in at the door. When Ben opened it, he saw the signature of Governor William Claiborne. Briefly, the note asked that Ben come at half past one o'clock to the Governor's house on Toulouse Street and knock at the side door. A final sentence enjoined him to strict secrecy.
He excused himself from the steamboat party, and his uncle and the Beaumonts were somewhat surprised but did not question him. He walked alone to Toulouse Street, where Claude Dejan admitted him.
"Come in," said the secretary, almost conspiratorially quiet.
He walked ahead of Ben along a passage and opened a door at the end. "Please wait here," he said, and when Ben entered Dejan closed the door after him.

The room appeared to be a small study, with a desk, several chairs, and high shelves full of books. On a side table stood a big bowl of fruit. Ben stood quietly until the door opened again, and in walked Governor Claiborne. Behind him was Horner Banton.
Ben drew himself to stiff attention, but Claiborne motioned him toward a chair, while he himself sat down behind the desk. Banton leaned against the closed door, as though to keep anyone else from entering.
"I am advised that you are to be congratulated on a narrow escape this morning," said Claiborne to Ben.
"Your Excellency, a quarrel was forced upon me," said Ben.
"Exactly," agreed Claiborne. "A quarrel was forced on you. Why?"
"I asked myself that question all last evening, and I asked it again all day today," confessed Ben. "The difference began in a foolish way. A stranger seemed to resent something I'd said about the New Orleans"
"The steamboat yonder on the river?" asked Banton.
"Yes, sir. I don't remember exactly what I answered. Before I was well aware, we had struck each other and our friends were arranging the duel."
"Ah, yes," said Banton, with a slight, mocking smile. "And with two shots you disarmed him, knocking a pistol from each of his hands in turn, and so spraining his fingers that you disabled him. Young Mr. Ben Parker, you have the air and accomplishment of a professional duelist."
"You'll observe that we are well informed," added Governor Claiborne. "Your exploit is the topic of the day in town. Mr. Banton came to suggest that we find out why this man— what's his name?"
"Kirwin, Roy Kirwin," supplied Banton. "We have no notion of why he went out of his way to dispute with you, only suspicions."
"I've wondered if he's in the Spanish plot," ventured Ben.
"I hazarded the same guess," said Banton. "When I had done talking to His Excellency, it was decided to send and bring him here for a talk."
"I so ordered," said the Governor. "My messenger came back to say that Mr. Kirwin had left his lodgings, bag and baggage, and that with both his hands in bandages. Nor can he be found anywhere in New Orleans. What do you conclude from that, Mr. Parker?"
"That he doesn't want to be found, I reckon."
"Sage, this young North Carolinian," said Banton, selecting an orange from the fruit bowl. "But why should Kirwin slip away so stealthily, think you?"
"Surely not because he feared me," said Ben. "He was bold enough to face me this morning, even with his hands useless. And even if he were a coward, he'd know that I'd never attack a man who was unable to fight back. Anyway, he told his seconds that he wanted to fight me again."
"If he truly thought that, he banished the thought on second trial of it," observed Banton, peeling his orange.
"Mr. Kirwin plainly doesn't want to be questioned," said the Governor.
"How would he know you wanted to question him, Your Excellency?" demanded Banton. "You told nobody but myself that you were sending for him—myself and the messenger."
"He guessed somehow. And he is no more eager to be questioned than, say, Jethro Wicks, who is also notably hard to find in New Orleans."
"But why should he think I'm worth the killing?" asked Ben.
"Let your enemies be the best judges of what your death is worth to them," the Governor bade him sententiously. "Offer Mr. Parker some fruit, Mr. Banton. The Spanish plotters wanted to kill me, and now they want to kill you."
"You seek to make me think myself important, sir," Ben tried to deprecate as he took grapes from the bowl Banton held out.
"I seek to make you think yourself valuable. Why else would a bullying duelist seek you out?" Governor Claiborne put his finger tips together and thought silently for a moment. "Mr. Banton suggested all these things to me. We must decide what your value is, and profit by it. Meanwhile, take care of yourself."
"I'm told that I need not expect more duels," said Ben, "and for so much assurance I'm honestly grateful."
"The next encounter will be less formal," reminded Ban-ton, putting a section of orange into his mouth. "After your brilliant performance today, you won't be given another opportunity at a fair fight. A knife thrust in the back, a club over the head—I don't want to sound baleful, but you must take care. Governor Claiborne has need of you."
"You know that I'll help however I can," said Ben warmly.
"You have said that before," nodded the Governor, "and I thank you. I begin to feel that matters have already gone far toward the event these plotters would seek to halt— statehood for this territory."
"But Mr. Parker must guard himself, even as Your Excellency now guards yourself," said Banton.
"Which is precisely why I had him come here," said the Governor. He looked at Ben, as though in careful appraisal. Then he added, "Mr. Banton has so interested himself in public affairs as to put himself into my confidence. I ask you to ally yourself with him, but even more secretly than before to look out for news that will help us."
"Yes, sir," said Ben, as though receiving an order.
"Keep your eyes open and your hand ready. Say nothing about this talk. Communicate with me only through Mr. Ban-ton, who, as a merchant frequently visiting your office, is an ideal vehicle for any news from you to me. In a happier time, I promise myself to see more of you."
"With your permission, Your Excellency, I'll see our friend out," offered Banton, and held open the study door for Ben, then followed him into the passage.
"Wait before you go into the street," he said quickly. "We are to be close friends now; and I, for one, am honored to have it so."
"I'm honored, too," Ben said honestly.
"It was my notion that I serve as a carrier of messages from you to Governor Claiborne. You and I can trust each other implicitly, I think."
"Of course, Mr. Banton."
"You can even tell me who first gave you the news of Jethro Wicks's cowardly plan to assassinate the governor."
Banton waited, watching Ben. When Ben kept his silence, Banton smiled and nodded his head, as though in satisfied agreement.
"Good," he said. "You betray no confidence, even to me. I was testing you—forgive me, but I had to know if we could depend upon you in everything. Good-by for the present," and he held out his hand.
Ben departed, elated but mystified.
On the following afternoon, De Marigny conducted him to the fencing academy of Joseph Gamier. The master swordsman was a dark man, as lean and hard as a hickory lath, who listened to De Marigny's embarrassingly enthusiastic praise of Ben. Then Gamier bade Ben put on a padded plastron, mask, and glove. Ben's first lesson at these accomplished hands convinced him again of how much he had to learn, and readily he agreed to come for instruction three times a week. De Marigny then bore him off to a cafe where a dozen young gentlemen waited to make his acquaintance and to enthuse over the tale of his pistol marksmanship—a tale that by now had grown to the stature of a romantic legend.
All this while, the convention held its daily meetings, not adjourning even on Sundays. The much debated constitution was altered, reconsidered, and finally pronounced acceptable to all on January 22. Word went out that the Territory of Orleans would take the name of Louisiana when it became a state, and this news pleased the Creoles. On the next day, the delegates voted unanimously to approve all stipulations imposed by the United States Government as necessary to the establishment of a state. Two delegates were appointed to carry a copy of the new constitution and other acts of the convention to Washington, where they would urge Congress to act favorably and with all speed upon the request for admission.
"The messengers are Fromentin and Magruder," remarked Achille Beaumont. "A Creole and an American—it is diplomatic, that."

On January 28, Julien Poydras adjourned the convention. On that day, Horner Banton took noon coffee at the table where Ben and Frank Parker were eating.
"The folk of the town feel that it is all at an end, the labor and the argument," Banton said. "Those who wanted statehood are jubilant, and those who opposed it are resigned. Nobody reflects that Congress must still discuss and approve the admission of Louisiana as the eighteenth state. And," said Horner Banton, thoughtfully stroking a trim dark side whisker, "Congress has not been noted for doing things in a hurry."
"We may well be at war before we're a state," said Frank Parker.
"Aye," nodded Banton, "at war, and lucky if not in enemy hands. I've thought of trying to recruit a militia organization, like Colonel O'Rourke's Voltigeurs."
Nine more days passed, and on the evening of February 6 Ben sat in the drawing room with Monsieur Beaumont and Casimir. He had returned from a sweating session with Joseph Gamier, during which the fencing master had worked him to exhaustion, bitingly found fault with his attack and defense, and finally, half-grudgingly, expressed the opinion that Ben made progress with the foil and showed true natural proficiency with the saber. Relaxing, Ben read a Creole newspaper for gossip and for improvement of his French. Casimir, who took his militia exercise seriously, was deep in a borrowed book about infantry tactics, while Monsieur Beaumont worked at some accounts. The only noise was the rattle of Ben's paper and the scratching of Monsieur Beaumont's quill pen.
Then Ben felt a sudden shock, as though a great weight had struck the outer wall of the house. The lamp flickered, the chair seemed to quiver under him like a nervous horse. He sprang up, and beneath his feet the floor boards stirred and tilted, like the deck of a ship.
"What is it?" stammered Casimir as he, too, rose. His slim body straightened as another, stronger shock buffeted the house. Somewhere they heard Zeline's startled scream.
"Outside," said Monsieur Beaumont. "Let us see what's happening."
Out they rushed. A moment later they were joined by Archimede, his habitual gravity shaken, and Zeline, badly frightened. The street swarmed with gesticulating, jabbering citizens.
"Achille, what has happened?" That was Colonel O'Rourke, striding quickly from next door. Over the Colonel's shoulder, Ben saw the anxious faces of Felise and Madame O'Rourke.
"I have taken time to wonder that," replied Monsieur Beaumont, the most composed of them all. "I think it is an earthquake, a quivering of the ground. Already it has abated."
He spoke the truth. The tremors died away, but not the excitement. The whole street talked half the night about the phenomenon.
On the morning of the seventh, Ben heard reports of serious damage to houses and landings up the river. He walked down to the levee and saw workmen mending several cracks. He wondered if the earthquake was a prophecy of some greater, more dreadful upheaval that threatened the whole American nation.
 



XI. A Package for Ben

 
NEW ORLEANS SEEMED MORE GAY THAT FEBRUARY THAN BEN had known it in all the months since his arrival. There were balls and receptions almost nightly. The street throngs of peddlers, porters, and strollers were noticeably swelled these days by dozens of neatly clad slaves, the butlers and footmen of great houses, each carrying a basket or tray heaped with invitations. No less than three soirees were sponsored by the Voltigeurs, who overlooked no chance to exhibit themselves in their splendid uniforms. A moving spirit in these affairs was Auguste Duralde, the newest recruit 5 though he drilled casually, he was a notable organizer of social pleasures.
"What, my friend?" he answered Ben's question. "Next month Lent will arrive, and all of us will fast and pray for forty days. Such things will be accomplished all the better if a great many pleasant affairs have gone before. In any case, the chief gaiety is still to come, on Mardi Gras."
"Mardi Gras," repeated Ben. His North Carolina family had called the day Shrove Tuesday, and observed it only with a supper of hot pancakes. "Why is Mardi Gras reckoned so great in New Orleans?"
"You are not aware?" cried Duralde, aghast. "Why, Mardi Gras is the birthday of this town and territory. It was on Mardi Gras in 1699 that the brothers Le Moyne entered the Mississippi and determined to found a great city. We Creoles have remembered the day ever since."
Ben and Casimir received their share of invitations, and danced several times a week.
One event of that February was hailed as a date to be remembered in history—the presentation of a play at the Theatre Saint Philip on February 12. Amateurs of fashionable families played the various roles, and the profits were to go to the Charitable Society of the City of New Orleans, for the benefit of orphans. What intrigued all who read the announcements in the papers was that this would be a play in English, first of its kind ever to be seen in public in this town of Creoles —Robert Coleman's The Poor Gentleman, a comedy recently successful in London.
Almost everyone Ben knew bought tickets, and on the night of the performance the Theatre Saint Philip was filled, pit and boxes and gallery. To Ben and Casimir, sitting in the dress circle, the audience seemed almost exactly divided between Creoles and Americans. The curtain rose on a swiftly unfolding series of amusing adventures that befell the family of Lieutenant Worthington, a poverty-stricken retired officer of the British army. His pretty daughter's heart was besieged by the dissolute Sir Charles Cropland and by the gay, personable nephew of Sir Charles's neighbor, Bramble. More broadly funny were the exchanges between old Corporal Foss and a stupid farm boy who yearned for military life, and the sallies of a comic doctor eager for rank in the country militia. And the climax was a challenge to a duel, the peculiar terms of which intrigued the many young gentlemen in the audience who themselves had figured in duels as principals or seconds.
Between acts, Ben and Casimir paid their respects at the box where the O'Rourkes sat. Half a dozen visitors were already gathered there, including Bernard de Marigny and Horner Banton.
"Dites donCy Ben," said De Marigny, "how many challenges will you offer to the players and the managers because of this comedy?"
"Why should I offer any?" asked Ben.
"I could name half a dozen good reasons," De Marigny pretended to count on his fingers. "Corporal Foss derides the militia, and you are with the Voltigeurs. There are irregularities in the arrangements for the duel, which you should surely take as a personal affront. And Lieutenant Worthington's red coat, as a British uniform, is resented by all patriotic Americans these days, no? Come, shall I write your various demands for satisfaction?"
"Write no such demands to folk who will return the most emphatic of refusals," Horner Banton answered for Ben. "Our young friend here is nobody to dispute with, even in joke. Hark ye, I saw what he did this last week in the courtyard behind the Cafe des Exiles. After enough of us persuaded him, he took a pistol in each hand, and a waiter tossed up two oranges at once. Ben drilled both the oranges before they struck the ground—one high in air, the other as it dropped low. That sort of marksmanship isn't attractive when it's practiced on you."
"And he improves himself daily with the sword, or so I am told by Joseph Gamier," elaborated De Marigny.
"In any case, there's a reception on stage after the final curtain," said Banton, "and I'm invited. I hope, Ben, that you and Casimir will come with me and meet some of those who are playing so well."
"Pray take me, Monsieur Banton," said Casimir, "and be sure to present me to the young lady who takes the role of Lieutenant Worthington's daughter."
"Please excuse me," said Ben. "Tomorrow must see me early at my office."
"Then another time, perhaps," said Banton. "Casimir, I'll rely on your company."
But during the final act Casimir so stubbornly urged Ben to stay with him for the reception that, almost at the last minute, Ben agreed to do so. They sat through the short farce, The Weathercock y that followed The Poor Gentleman, and then sought out Banton in the lobby. He seemed glad to hear that Ben had changed his mind, and so did De Marigny when he joined them. After the rest of the audience had departed, these four mounted the stage and paid their compliments to those who had acted in the two plays. When they were ready to leave, Casimir insisted that both Banton and De Marigny come to the Beaumont house for refreshment, and so energetically did he plead that at last all four rode away together in De Marigny's carriage.
Monsieur Beaumont was sitting in the drawing room, and made them welcome.
"Ben," he said, "you have some sort of admirer, as I think. Not many minutes ago a messenger came to the door and left with Archimede a package to be given to you."
The package lay on the writing desk. It was square, the size of a thick book, and securely wrapped in watered white silk, with red ribbon tied around it in a bow. Ben picked it up and examined it.
"From a lady, I'll engage," said De Marigny. "But who?"

"There's no name on it," reported Ben. "I wonder what it is."
"Open it and see," suggested Casimir.
"They are sharp-witted, these Creoles," said Ben to Banton. "Maybe they catch it from us Americans. They always have brilliant suggestions."
He tried the knot, but it was drawn too tight for his fingers. Taking a penknife from the writing desk, he thrust the blade under the ribbon.
"Wait!" cried Banton, so suddenly and commandingly that Ben looked up at him in surprise.
"Sir?"
"You don't know who sent that package," Banton reminded him. "Have you expected a package of any sort?"
"Why, no, not I. But—"
"Then think twice before opening it. Have you forgotten an attempt lately made against your life?"
Ben stared at the worried expression on Banton's strong-featured face. The big man actually looked pale.
"There can hardly be an assassin inside this," laughed Ben, and again he inserted the knife blade under the ribbon.
With a quick stride, Banton was close to him and snatched knife and package away. "Take care!" he almost barked.
Startled and angry, Ben reached for the package again, but Banton held it out of his reach.
"Ben," he said earnestly, "I remind you that—someone we both know has told you to guard against danger at all times. This may be an innocent gift; again, it may be dangerous."
 

 
"How, dangerous?" challenged De Marigny, staring at the parcel. "Suffer me to look."
"Be careful," warned Banton, passing it over.
De Marigny took it in his hands, weighed it carefully, then bent his ear to detect any possible sound. "Now that you speak thus," he said, "I do think it is notably heavy. Perhaps you are right, Monsieur, it may not be as innocent as it seems. What do you suggest?"
"Well," said Banton impressively, "a careful examination before opening. Ben, my apologies for being abrupt just now. But I was thinking of your safety."
"I'm not offended." Ben looked at the package in De Marigny's hands, and suddenly it seemed to be full of a baleful mystery.
"Do you think that it can be some machine that will explode if I open it?" he demanded of the whole staring company.
"The thought certainly entered my mind," said Banton grimly. "The Emperor Napoleon narrowly escaped death from such a trick."
"I'm no Emperor Napoleon—" Ben started to say, then paused. He remembered Governor Claiborne's reminder that stealthy enemies attached a strange importance to Ben's person and behavior.

"Let us put it into the hands of the authorities to examine," suggested Monsieur Beaumont.
"No need for that," said Banton, taking the package again. "Come."
He walked purposefully out of the drawing room and toward the rear of the house. Ben and the others followed without speaking. In the courtyard, Banton motioned for all to stand clear.
"Are you well back?" he asked. "All of you? Good."
He threw the package. It flew the length of the courtyard and smote against the foot of the far wall.
There was a flash of fire, a sudden deafening roar like the firing of a cannon. Monsieur Beaumont called for Archimede, who hurried out with a lighted lamp. All walked forward, while Archimede held the lamp high so that they could see.
The explosion had torn a shrub to rags, and the bricks of the rear wall showed sooty and shaken, with flakes of plaster gone from between them. Earth and sod and shrubs were tossed and stirred, as though by a mighty pitchfork.
"What was that?" called a voice. Colonel O'Rourke leaned from an upper window at the rear of his house.
"Only target practice, Colonel," called back Horner Ban-ton, and then he knelt. He picked up a splinter of glass, held it to his handsome nose, and sniffed thoughtfully.
"Phosphorus," he decided. "It must have been sealed in a glass phial, next to gunpowder. Had Ben opened the package, it would have exploded the powder." He rose and faced Ben solemnly. "Your great good luck has been with you again."
"Indeed it has," said Ben, fighting to keep the shaking from his voice and limbs. "My luck was in bringing you home with me."
"That is true," seconded Casimir. "It was Monsieur Ban-ton who stopped Ben from cutting the ribbon and opening the bomb."
"And all of us might have been killed, but for Monsieur Banton's wisdom," added De Marigny gratefully. "My friends, what are we to think of this? What shall we tell the people of New Orleans?"
"Tell them nothing," said Ben promptly, and his voice rang with a note of command. All of them looked at him.
"How, tell them nothing?" cried De Marigny in amazement. "But everyone must know of this cowardly attempt—"
"No, Ben's right," interrupted Banton. "There are excellent reasons that concern our territory—our state now— to make us keep quiet. De Marigny, you do not know what the rest of us happen to know, but accept the word of us all that it is a matter of necessity to refrain from mentioning this bomb."
De Marigny stared, then shrugged. "As you wish. I trust your reasons, and you may trust my discretion. But it seems—"
"Please," broke in Banton again, "don't question us, only believe us. Give us your word of honor to say nothing."
De Marigny crinkled his brow. "I have already said that I would seal my lips. I only ask to know why."
"And in good time you shall know," promised Banton, "and you will applaud our decision. In any case, no harm has come to anything but one corner of Monsieur Beaumont's garden. Shall we return to the house?"
As they went back, Banton put his hand on Ben's shoulder.

"Pd be obliged for a few words apart with you," he whispered.
"If you'll come upstairs, sir."
Ben took Archimede's lamp and led the way up. When he and Banton were in his room, Banton clasped his hands behind his back, sank his square chin on his cravat, and gazed at Ben.
"That was a close call, my young friend," he said. "As close, indeed, as I care to witness, and I don't account myself timid. You seem to be taking it mighty sturdily."
"Maybe I'm slow to realize what almost happened."
Banton smiled, without mirth. "Zounds , danger begins to be your daily companion. Don't become so used to it as to feel contempt. Make sure in your mind that your escape this night was so narrow as to be almost no escape at all. You were closer to death than you were when Roy Kirwin faced you with a pistol in his hand and murder in his heart."
"I'll open no more strange packages," promised Ben. "As Casimir said, you happened to stop me before I cut that ribbon."
"Be thankful for your safety," said Banton, "and tell nobody. I myself will carry the news to the Governor."
They went downstairs again. De Marigny and Banton departed. Ben returned to his room and lay awake for hours, wondering who had sent him the package.
And now the days were few until Mardi Gras. This year, the holiday would fall early, on February 17, but the weather was as balmy as the middle of spring. Tailors and shopkeepers of the town were besieged with orders for costumes.
Casimir purchased two masks and brought them home.
They were large and elaborate, made to fit over the entire head. One, which he had chosen for himself, was dark red and grotesque, with a great hooked nose and a grinning mouth set full of fangs. The other he presented to Ben. It had ridiculously wide ears and a mighty tussock of black beard and mustache.

"For years there was a rule against wearing masks," Casimir told his friend. "In the Spanish days, too many maskers went out to rob instead of to revel. Again, the ban was invoked in 1806, when the authorities were afraid that Aaron Burr might start a rebellion here on Mardi Gras. But it has never been a happy rule. There will be no processions, of course, but this year it may be difficult to see anyone's real face in New Orleans. What will you wear for your costume?"
"My uncle's lending me the robes of a Turkish pirate," said Ben. "A sea captain brought them to him all the way from Barbary, and he says he used to wear them on Mardi Gras. But he's grown too plump, and they fit me exactly."
"You will make a splendid infidel. As for me, I have provided the clothes of a Choctaw chief—mantle, leggings, and feathers. When we are dressed and masked, we will be the most savage pair in all the territory."
"Tell nobody what we wear," counseled Ben. "We still may find some clue to that Spanish plot we're worried about."
"I won't," Casimir promised him. "We'll dress in our rooms and slip out a back way when the crowd grows thick. You haven't seen New Orleans, my Ben, until you have seen a Mardi Gras!"
 



XII. Mardi Gras

 
By noon of that Tuesday, when ben left his work at Hatch and Parker, merrymakers had already shown themselves on the streets of the Creole part of the town. They made small knots on the street corners, or strolled along the banquettes, or frisked in and out of shops and cafes. Their costumes were gay, rich, fantastic, or grotesque. Some wore domino half masks, others hid their entire heads in elaborate disguises, still others had coated their faces with flour and painted great blotches of color on cheeks, lips, and brows.
Most of these early holidaying folk were boys and men, but a number of women had dressed amusingly and were tripping along on the arms of their brightly clad escorts.
At home, Casimir dragged Ben to his room to look at the Choctaw costume laid out ready on the bed. Then he went with Ben to unpack the borrowed gear of the Barbary pirate. This was an elaborate and glittering affair. The shirt was of striped silk, with buttonholes and pocket edges embroidered in bright red. There was a snugly fitting tunic, falling to the knees, of figured fabric with a quilted lining, and also two long strips of green silk, one for a turban, the other for a sash. Red leather slippers with upcurling toes completed the costume. To one side lay a finely made little dagger in a wrought-iron sheath.
Ben started to doff his coat, preparatory to dressing, but Casimir put out a quick hand to stop him.
"But no, no!" he cautioned. "Take thought, we will mix with the crowd only when it has become too large for any newcomers to be noticed as they join. Make yourself easy for a while. Come, we will go out on the gallery and see those already at their revels."
They stepped out and leaned on the ironwork of the gallery. Next to them they could see Felise O'Rourke. She was gowned, becomingly as usual, in blue, with a mantle of a lighter shade around her shoulders. Blue also was the ribbon that held back her auburn hair and supported a white camellia blossom. Behind her, a chocolate-faced maid servant was arranging various sorts of flowers in tall baskets.
Fully half of those who passed beneath were in costume, more or less elaborate. Some of these looked up, called out and waved to Ben, Casimir, and Felise. In a few moments, a group of maskers pranced up together and stopped almost directly under the O'Rourke gallery.
These were dressed in costumes to represent various grotesque animals. One who seemed to be the leader was in skintight green, with a masking headgear that looked like the head of an enormous frog. Another was a plump pig, stuffed out with pillows. Yet another represented a donkey, with jointed, bobbing ears and elaborately rolling eye pieces. Two were dressed exactly alike, in fuzzy brown monkey costumes, and one of these twanged a Spanish guitar, the other scraped a fiddle.
Glancing upward, this little mob of fantastics saw Felise on her gallery and burst into excited whoops and cheers. The frogman waved both his green-gloved hands at the monkey musicians, who stepped close together and struck up nimble, cheerful music. The others began to sing in chorus:
"Dalaide, ma f'tite Reine y Chemin — Vest trof long qu'feut alter, Chemin — Pest monte dans les hauts. . . ."
The frog leader made a burlesque of trying to scramble up the wall to the gallery where Felise stood.
Ben leaned far over, fists clenching. "Those impudent yowlers," he snorted. "That's an insult to—"
"But be calm!" begged Casimir at his side. "Do you not hear the song— Dalaide, Ma P'tite Reine? That is Bernard de Marigny's own personal carol of Mardi Gras. He compliments every pretty young lady with it."
"He does?"
"Yes, and the frog garments are Bernard's, too. I have seen him wear them on another Mardi Gras. He acts out his song, you see—the road is too long, too steep, for him to mount. And Felise laughs, she drops flowers to him."
Felise had caught a handful of blooms from one of the ready baskets, and she let them fall through the air upon the serenades. Big-gloved hands spread to catch her tokens. The frogman flourished a flower above his masked head and pranced away, his followers at his heels, the guitar and fiddle still playing the music of Dala'ide, Ma P'tite Reine.
"Cease to frown, Ben," said Casimir, "and comprehend that no offense was intended, and none taken. Young ladies of the best families are forbidden, alas! to put on masks and mingle with the crowd. A few, a very few, dare to ride out in carriages, but that is all. The others will keep to their galleries and throw flowers to the maskers on the banquettes beneath them. It is Mardi Gras, you will remember."
"Then nobody is angry?"
"Nobody is angry, and everybody is happy. You will see when we are out there—you will be pelted with whole gardens of flowers by the girls at upper windows or on galleries."
"I'm slowly beginning to understand," said Ben. "Look out there, across the street. Every minute sees more people, and fewer of them in everyday clothes. I never saw such mad costumes."
"And you will never see such again, until next Mardi Gras," rejoined Casimir. "Now, my Barbary corsair, what say you? Shall we prepare to join them?"
Casimir had no trouble with the gear of the Choctaw, but Ben took longer with the Oriental garments. For one thing, the tight tunic was almost too small for his robust arms, chest, and shoulders, and, for another, he did not know how to wind the green turban. The skillful Archimede accomplished this last for him, after Ben had put on the big-bearded mask. Thus accoutered, Ben slung the cape gracefully around him and shoved the little dagger deep into the folds of the sash above his right hip.
Casimir waited in the lower hall, arranging feathers in a fillet around the brows of his own mask. He flourished a gaily painted tomahawk.
"Wagh!" he greeted Ben, Choctaw fashion. "I am ready for the warpath."
"Salaam aleikum" replied Ben, in his own Moslem character. "The peace of Allah upon you. Let us go."
Casimir led the way into the rear courtyard, through a small doorway into an alley, and so to a cross street, where they slipped easily into the torrent of afternoon fun makers.
It was already a far larger throng, and a noisier one, than they had seen from the gallery. Many of the maskers had secured long tin horns, like those used by the fish peddlers of New Orleans, and blew on these with much energy and no melody whatever. There were several impromptu bands, made up of flutes, violins, cymbal dashers, and pounders on kettles. As for the costumes themselves, they ranged from the simplest of masks to the utterly ridiculous extreme of originality, and they presented all colors of the rainbow. There were soldiers, armed gladiators, robed prophets with beards and staffs, dancing bears, motley-clad jesters, cavaliers with plumed hats, and a hundred other fancies and fantasies.
Above them, like a legion of Juliets, the Creole ladies of New Orleans smiled and waved. Flowers rained down, and maskers leaped high or scrambled and scuffled on the bricks to snatch these prizes. Some of the merrymakers were forming big bouquets of the flowers dropped from various galleries. Up ahead of the Choctaw and Moslem, a nimble figure in a checkerboard harlequin costume tapped with a ribboned mace on the brick wall beneath a gallery on which three bright-eyed sisters lounged, smiling down.
"Cap! Cap! Cap!" cried the harlequin, in time to his thumpings.
"Look, I know him," Casimir told Ben quickly. "It is Auguste Duralde, at his favorite song. All New Orleans has heard it, like the song of De Marigny. The ladies will respond in a moment."
"Cap! Cap! Cap!" chanted Duralde, knocking again as though for admittance.
"Oil est ga qui est la?" melodiously sang back the trio of sisters overhead.

"L'angouste!" shouted back Duralde, and pretty laughter saluted him, as blossoms of half a dozen kinds fluttered down around him.
"Auguste— Vangouste a lobster," mused Ben as they walked past. "Not too bad a pun, and not too good a pun, either."
They strolled through the growing crowd. A carriage rolled past along the street, driven by a masked man with a glittering gilt crown and a robe of imitation ermine. The seats of the carriage were occupied by a whole bevy of girls, who laughed and pelted the walkers on the banquette with what seemed to be bright-painted Easter eggs. One of these burst against Ben's turban, showering him with confetti.
Rounding a corner, they came upon their own square. Up on her gallery stood Felise, in the act of sprinkling flowers from her baskets upon a knot of capering gallants. She glanced beyond these admirers, and saw the approach of the Choctaw and the corsair. At once her hands flew to her cloud of red hair, detached from it the white camellia blossoms, and then unwound the blue ribbon that confined her curls. Quickly tying this in a bow to the stem of the camellia, she held it high above the lacelike ironwork of the railing.
Yells, shouts, and applause greeted her gesture. A whole forest of arms, in all sorts of costume sleeves, lifted high to beg for this special token of favor. But Felise kept it in her hand until Ben and Casimir had shouldered into the press and paused immediately below her. Then she waved the camellia as though to call attention to it, and tossed it down.
Ben hurled himself upward in a catapultic leap, and his right thumb and forefinger nipped the falling blossom safely, an inch above three other clutching hands. A moment later he had backed clear of the others, holding his prize over his head for Felise to see. Then he tucked it into the folds of his green turban, laughing inside his mask.
"She was saving that camellia for you," remarked Casimir as they moved toward the center of town.
"For me?" repeated Ben. "How could she know me? I never told her, or anyone else, about this Barbary costume I'm wearing. And neither did you—wait, Casimir, did you tell?"
"Ben, I pray your pardon," said Casimir, with an air of guilt. "I said I would keep silent, but Felise is my cousin, my near kinswoman, and she can plead one to weariness. I could deny her nothing. She found out first that I would be a Choctaw, and then she asked me, tout court, what you would be. Could I be churlish? It was only Felise to whom I told that secret, that much I swear."
"Oh, it's nothing for me to scold about," said Ben.
"To scold about?" Casimir echoed him. "Alors, the only ones who should scold are those maskers who hoped, each man of them, that Felise O'Rourke exerted herself for him. Ben, your heart is a hard one to please!"
They continued their tour of the streets, with diversions at every corner and at every mid-square. Once they stopped, with many others, to buy Mere douce from a vendor with a barrow. This merchant had provided wheat straws so that customers could drink his wares through their masks. Again, Ben and Casimir were stopped for minutes, along with all other traffic in street and banquette, while a full score of holiday folk danced a round dance from house front to house front, to the music of Bernard de Marigny's Dalatde, Ma PHite Reine, with De Marigny singing in turn to the rows of smiling girls on the galleries of opposite dwellings.
Thus entertaining themselves, the two friends wandered and stared until almost sundown. It was then that Casimir suddenly remarked, "Look yonder, my Barbary barbarian. It is one of the Voltigeurs."
Among the many-hued costumes along the street, Ben saw a man in the jaunty blue cutaway and the stripe-sided gray trousers of Colonel O'Rourke's battalion. The man was masked, and wore a flowing golden wig beneath his uniform cap, and he walked between a wiry-looking little horned demon in red tights and an impressively striding monk, tall and dignified in gown and cowl. In the monk's big hand was what no monk might be expected to carry—an expensively decorated walking stick that somehow looked familiar to Ben.
"Why should a Voltigeur spend no more thought on his costume than that one?" Casimir was demanding of the whole world. "Simply to put on his uniform—it is unimaginative, that. Who is he, Ben? It seems that I recognize his figure."
"And so do I," replied Ben, peering through the eyeholes of his own mask as the trio strolled past. He gazed after them.
"I feel he's someone I've seen, Casimir, but look at him again. I doubt if he's a Voltigeur, uniform or no uniform."
"And I doubt it, too," breathed Casimir excitedly. "Wait— Ben, do you not see? You should know him well, you stood facing him above pistols a few weeks gone. It's—"
"It's Jethro Wicks," interrupted Ben, quickening his pace. "I'd know that broad back among a thousand, even though it doesn't wear a buckskin shirt. So he's dared to come back to New Orleans without a mask to hide his black whiskers, has he?"
"No, no, you mistake him!" protested Casimir. "It's not your Jethro Wicks; it is Kirwin, Roy Kirwin! I should know him well, I talked with him for an hour to arrange your duel!"
"You're being fantastic, even for Mardi Gras," growled Ben. "It's Wicks, and I'm going to follow him and see that he's arrested. Come on."
He went tramping quickly ahead, his tasseled cloak flapping behind him. Casimir kept pace at his side as they shoved and elbowed their way through the crowd after the trio. The big monk lifted his stick to point a way for his companions around the corner into Saint Philip Street. Pressing hard to keep them in sight, Ben rounded the corner in turn. Then he stopped dead, catching Casimir by the elbow.
"You stay at their heels," said Ben quickly. "I want to go in here for a moment. I'll catch you up directly."
He pushed Casimir back into the pursuit, and himself opened the door to the cafe of the brothers Laffite.
It was crammed with holidaymakers in a bewildering array of costumes, and just inside he found himself face to face with the courteously bowing Jean Laffite. Laffite's habitually modish coat, pantaloons and frilled shirt seemed almost drab in comparison with the garish rigs of the customers. Ben unceremoniously ran his arm through Laffite's and approached his masked face close to that of the smuggler chief.
"Ben Parker," he identified himself in an undertone. "You're the only one at hand I can confide in. I've just seen Jethro Wicks in town."
"Have you so?" was Laffite's soft reply, with only a swift flicker of his eyes to betray any astonishment. "What then?"
"I'm going to follow him. I want to arrest him—with my own hands, if I must. But you're the one person I can turn to now. Word must be sent to the Governor's palace. If you mean what you said about friendship for America—"

"You honor me with the appeal. I will get the news to Governor Claiborne."
As Ben hurried out again, he heard Laffite calling loudly for Dominique You.
He struggled through another jumble of dancing celebrants, who were plaguing a town lamplighter at his task of hanging up a corner lantern in the deepening twilight. Half a square along, Ben caught up with Casimir.
"The three of them have gained on me; I hung back to keep myself in your sight," said Casimir. "Swiftly, my friend; they are now walking along Chartres Street, as I think—probably toward the Place d'Armes."
The two threaded their way through new and denser mobs and lines of caperers, and around another corner came once more in sight of their quarry. Up ahead walked the three they sought, arm in arm as though in comradely enjoyment of the festival. The monk was in the center now, towering over both the Voltigeur and the devil.
"Do you know that big monk?" Casimir asked Ben. "He is of a size I seem to remember, but his robes disguise him. The little red fiend I cannot place, but the thief of our uniform is Kirwin."
"Wicks," insisted Ben.
Both pursuers and pursued moved toward the water front, and by the time they reached Levee Street, Ben and Casimir were close behind. They saw the monk lead the way into a small, squat-roofed tavern.
"They are out for no good, those gentlemen," panted Casimir. "The reputation of that place is not of the best. Take care before you enter, Ben."

Ben approached one of the leaded windows of the tavern and peered in. Many customers, both with and without masks, sat at tables or leaned against the bar, while waiters and barmen served their wants. But there was no sign of a monk, a devil, or a Voltigeur. Ben turned back toward Casimir.
"They didn't stop in the taproom. They must have gone into the rear of the place."
"Swiftly, then, along this alleyway."
It was a narrow passage, between two blank walls of plastered brick. Casimir slipped along easily, but Ben's heavy shoulders had difficulty in passing, and he was forced to throw off his cloak. At the end of the alley, Casimir scrambled over a barrel half full of refuse, and Ben, following him, found that they had entered a courtyard. It was fenced with high upright boards, and in the corners stood piles of trash from the tavern. The light of early evening made everything dull gray.
A voice came from somewhere, harsh and complaining:
"No, sir, I don't mean to be unreasonable, nothing of the sort. But, after all, when I laid in that dirty jailhouse all these months, and them botherin' me every day to tell 'em about—"
"Moderate your tone," interrupted another voice, cold and stealthily muttering. "We want nobody to overhear."
Casimir pointed to where the words were spoken. A door was set in the plastered wall, and it was made in two halves, Dutch fashion. The upper half was swung slightly outward, and light came from within. Toward this Casimir moved on his noiseless Choctaw moccasins. Ben tiptoed after him.
"Moderate your language, too," went on the stealthy voice. "You are addressing a superior."

"Who's to overhear us?" demanded the complainer. "They're making such a noise and commotion out yonder in the front, they can't even overhear theirselves. And I want to know what happens to me now."
"We chose today for your escape, and paid the jailer his bribe, because that made things easier," said his companion, still muttering. "But there's food on the table before you. Why don't you eat? I'd expect your appetite to be good, if your temper isn't."
"All right, no offense, sir. But this here new hiding place, it ain't no such a much bigger than my cell in the Cabildo. And it ain't any great sight prettier. How long do I have to stay here?"
"No more than an hour," assured the other. "With the whole city masked, you won't be noticed when we disguise you. Then off to the ship, before the officers at the Cabildo know you're gone. And we'll all set sail for Mobile."
Casimir had reached the doorway. He peered through the narrow opening made by the upper half pushed ajar. He beckoned Ben, who came to look over his shoulder.
Inside sat four men around a rough table, on which were dishes, two wine bottles, and a candle stuck in its own grease. Directly opposite the door Jethro Wicks lounged in a chair, his mask and wig off and his black beard seemingly trimmed to stubble above the high collar of the Voltigeur uniform coat. At Wicks's left sat the little demon, also maskless and now recognizable as the horse-holder Ben and Casimir had tied to the gum tree at Tchoupitoulas. Across the table, with his back to the door, sat the monk, and to Wicks's right lounged the tall man Ben had wounded. It was he who was talking.
"That's another thing," he said, in sudden fiery protest. "No sooner you get me out of jail, then you want to shove me into more danger aboard that powder ship. You want to blow us all sky high—"
"Silence!" snapped the monk, his own voice rising, and the fellow stopped talking, his slack mouth half open.
"All they know in the taproom out yonder is that you're to hide here," said the monk, in a cold, cultured voice. "When I greased the taverner's palm, I said nothing of plots against Claiborne, nor yet of designs on the ships of war off Mobile. If those bribetakers knew, one of them might run, all fearful, to carry the news. And in any case, you talk a deal too much."
Ben's reason strove to deny the evidence of his ears. That voice of authority, speaking clearly at last, could belong to but one man in New Orleans. In his excitement, Ben leaned forward, and jostled Casimir off balance. Casimir swayed against the half-open top part of the door, and it moved with a great rasping squeak of its hinges.
At once the monk's chair overturned as he sprang to his feet, tall and vigorous. He swung around. His cowl fell back from his face and head.
It was Horner Banton.
 



XIII. The Ship

 
Horner banton stood glaring at the two masks that thrust into the room at him, leaning above the closed bottom of the door as above a window sill. Banton's big, well-kept hand held his walking stick, inlaid with gold and tortoise shell.
"Gentlemen," he said coldly, "we're private here. Please honor us with your presence some other time. Go back to your holiday pleasures."
"Mr. Banton," said Ben. He gulped to steady his voice, and then took hold of the lower half of the door and pulled it wide open. "Mr. Horner Banton, you're under arrest."
"Eh?" Framed in the back-flung monk's hood, Banton's fine, strong-featured face looked blank. "What are you driveling about? You know me, do you?"
Up jumped Jethro Wicks and ran around the table toward the door. "Who are those fools?" he cried in a voice like a sentry's challenge. "What are they doing, spying on us?"
The two others had also risen, and from somewhere in his tight red costume the demon had pulled a small black pistol. Banton glanced sidelong, saw it, and struck up its muzzle with the head of his stick.
"No shooting," he warned sharply, and then strode out into the courtyard after Ben and Casimir. The skirts of his robe swirled. "You, my man," he addressed Ben fiercely. "You say you're trying to arrest me. If you—"

"Prenez garde y Ben!" cried Casimir in warning as Banton lifted the walking stick.
Ben snatched at the stick, caught it by the shank, and strove to wrench it away. But Banton gave a quick twist and pull, and then Ben staggered back, halfway off balance, part of the stick coming loosely away in his hand. Banton had cleared a blade from inside the hollow shank, a lean, cruel-looking bodkin of steel that gleamed in the last light of dying day.
"A sword cane!" shouted Casimir.
"You're Casimir Beaumont," sniffed Jethro Wicks, as though it were an accusation, and both he and the tall man lunged out of the room at Casimir.
Ben could spare no other glance for what happened to his friend. Banton was thrusting murderously at him with the blade that had been hidden inside the cane, and Ben parried it with the hollow shank sheath. Here in the March evening there was almost as much light as there had been in the January dawn when he had shot two pistols from the hands of Roy Kirwin. As Banton's point glided past his shoulder, Ben struck with his own makeshift weapon, and Banton had to leap back to avoid the blow. Another thrust darted at Ben, who warded it off. Joseph Gamier had taught him well. He retreated a step in turn, and fell on guard.
"Ben!" yelled Casimir, his voice shrill with anxiety.
Ben whirled halfway around and saw Casimir grappling desperately with Jethro Wicks and the tall man. He saw, also, the red demon with his pistol clubbed and lifted. But he saw too late to dodge.
A great ball of agonizing fire exploded with a loud bang inside Ben's head. He felt his knees buckling beneath him. They struck the paved floor of the courtyard, then his face hit the stones. The impacts seemed far away, as though the knees and the face belonged to someone else.
Darkness for a while, comfortable and thick, like a blanket. Finally Ben opened his eyes and gazed dreamily at a lighted candle. It was stuck to a table top with its own wax—the candle and the table were those he had seen inside the rear room of the tavern. Ben's eyes blurred, his head throbbed inside with a dull ache. He judged that his mask had been stripped away, and his turban as well. He raised his head and blinked to clear his vision.
He was slumped in a chair. Across the table sat Casimir, with his mask and feathered bonnet off, and a streak of blood on his olive cheek. Ben tried to lift his hands toward his own bruised temple, and could not. They were tied behind him.
A quiet laugh, a bitter mockery of friendliness. A dark shape stirred behind Casimir. It was Horner Banton in his monk's robe, the cowl flung back. Banton lounged against the door that led to the front of the tavern, and held his sword stick jauntily in one hand.
"You waken, Ben," he said. "Poor vengeful little Seiber struck with the hope of killing you, as I think j but your turban helped to save you, and your skull is good thick bone to boot."
"Boss," growled the tall man from a corner of the room. "You said I could have him when he woke up, Boss."
"No," argued Jethro Wicks from behind Ben. "He's mine, Packard, and I've got a heavier score to pay off on him than anybody. Right, Seiber?"

"Right nothing," argued the little red demon. "He tied me up, and it was on account of him we had to burn my keelboat."
"Peace, all of you," said Banton authoritatively. "I promised him to nobody. I only said that we would see later."
"Wicks," said Ben, and it made his head throb. "Come around where I can look at you."
"It's Kirwin," insisted Casimir.
Banton laughed. "It's both."
Ben sat up straighter. Now he was aware that his ankles were tied together, as firmly and strongly as lashed spars of a scaffolding.
"Both?" he echoed, and knew that it must sound stupid.
"Aye," said Kirwin, and moved into Ben's view around the side of the table. His pointed teeth showed in his beard. "Sometimes my name's Wicks, and sometimes it's Kirwin."
"You don't seem to take him, Ben," mocked Banton. "I fear you haven't quite the quickness of wit that Governor Claiborne credits to you. Wicks had to hide somewhere after that little adventure at Tchoupitoulas—we had better call it a misadventure, thanks to you. And so I disguised him. I made him shave his beard and trim himself to an appearance of gentility, and at Natchez he paid a tailor well to outfit him fashionably. Those looking for buckskin fringes and a hairy face passed him by without so much as a glance. While we waited for our chance to rescue Packard here, we thought he might profitably dispose of you by means of a duel."
"And I owe Mr. Parker for his showy pistol work," put in Wicks, ill-humored again.

"I have more to say, Wicks," said Banton, "and you'll oblige me by not interrupting. Now, Ben, we have a good example of what tricks an eye's memory plays. You saw Wicks several times, but only briefly as Kirwin—during the few moments of your quarrel and the few moments of your duel. But Casimir, who barely glimpsed him as Wicks, was well acquainted with him in his character as Kirwin, by virtue of their interview about terms of the duel. Each of you, seeing him again disguised for Mardi Gras, identified him by your most complete memories." He paused. "What happened to Seiber?"
"Here, sir." The red devil came back into the room. "The carriage is all ready out yonder. I've a potboy from the tavern, holdin' the hosses just in front of the alleyway."
"Masks, everyone," ordered Banton. "Then out with Casimir here. Seiber and Packard, take charge of him. One of you wait with the carriage, and keep an eye on him in case he's so foolish as to sing out for help. The other will come back to bring out Ben."
The tall Packard arrayed himself in a long domino gown and slipped on a black half mask. Seiber drew on his grotesque devil face, with grinning fangs and horned brow, and the two of them hoisted Casimir to his bound feet and led him hobbling away.
Banton, near the inner door, lightly smote his left palm with his stick.
"I cry your pardon, Ben," he said after a moment. "It seems that I was so wrong as to say you weren't quick of mind. But you are. It's your tragedy, I fear."
"Tragedy?" growled Ben. His head still ached, but it had cleared. He tugged furiously at the stout cords that held his wrists. "If my hands were free—"

"Oh, undoubtedly, if your hands were free, you'd fly at Wicks and me." Banton tucked the stick under his arm, produced a snuffbox from under his robe, and took a pinch. "You'd fly at us, all unarmed, and we'd be forced to kill you or do you an ugly injury," continued Banton. "It's been that way with you, my poor young friend, ever since you first stepped on the levee here at New Orleans. I mind how you wanted to fight with five or six Creoles at once."
"Set him free and let him try me alone," urged Wicks.
"Not I." Banton inserted the pinch of snuff in his finely shaped nostril, and closed the box with a snap. "It was a bad day for my enterprises when you came to New Orleans—and a worse one for you. You've been so officious as to meddle with my labors on behalf of the Spanish king."
"You admit you're a spy?" demanded Ben.
"Shut your mouth!" growled Wicks, but Banton only chuckled.
"Why not admit the obvious?" he said, unabashed. "Officials of this territory have taken Spanish money before now, and so has at least one general of the United States Army. In any case, Ben, we can't allow you to spoil any more of my efforts. You'll go with me, on a little sailing voyage by night."
"And you'll kill me?" Ben prompted.
Banton smiled. "You don't trust me yet. But I saved your life once. Have you forgotten the bomb sent you on the night of the play, and how I kept you from opening it and blowing yourself to tatters?"
"Then you sent it to me," said Ben. "You dared not let me open it, lest you be killed along with me."

"Egad, Wicks," said Banton, "have I not called this young man quick of wit? See how he fills in the details of the story that I have not yet found time to tell him."
"Let me have him, Boss," wheedled Jethro Wicks once more. "I won't fail of finishing him this time."
"I've told you to be patient, Wicks," reminded Banton, with steel in his voice. "I'd dislike to have to tell you so again."
Wicks took up his mask and held it a moment before putting it on. He scowled and grimaced in his beard. Ben saw, and for a moment felt hope, but Banton smiled at him and shook his head.
"No, Ben, none of these I have with me can be turned against me," he said. "Banish such thoughts from your mind. Not one but has a strong love for the thought of destroying you. You made a fool of Wicks here at Tchoupitoulas, and hurt his hands and his pride in your duel. Seiber won't forgive you for tying him to that tree last October, and for forcing him to burn his keelboat, nor will Packard rest content until he's salved the wound in his shoulder with some vengeance on yourself. But, to be frank, we were over hasty in January when Wicks and I thought of removing you. A valuable secret might have died with you."
"Aye, that," said Wicks, putting on his mask. "I'd wholly forgotten. Make him tell, Boss."
"So I shall." Banton's brilliant eyes fixed Ben's. "Out with it, sir. Who knew of our plans to kill Claiborne, and passed the word to you?"
Ben looked back and said nothing.
"I asked you a question, and I desire an answer," said Banton.

He twisted the handle of the cane and cleared the lean, cruel blade from it. The point lifted toward Ben's throat, catching a glitter from the candle light.
"Who told you?" demanded Banton again.
Ben shook his head slowly from side to side.
"Let me make him talk," offered Wicks eagerly.
"No, not here, not now. I want no noise to reach those fools who are at their winepots in the front room. Ben shall have more time to make up his mind. Hasty attentions to him might bring out a lie, at that."
Banton fitted the blade back into the stick.
"But I'll have the name of your informant, Ben," he said, as though making a solemn promise. "Before many days, there will be war in Orleans Territory. Spain against the Americans—and, as a thrifty wagerer, my money is on the dons to win, and that quickly. When their troops parade in New Orleans, I want them to be given the informer who was the cause of so much waste motion out at Tchoupitoulas."
Laffite and Dominique You had feared just that, Ben reminded himself. They did not wish to fall into Spanish hands. Ben kept his silence.
Packard came back in. "We stowed away the other prisoner," he reported, "and Seiber's on the box, with the reins in his hands."
"Excellent," applauded Banton, pulling his cowl up and over his head and face. "I am happy to hear it. Now, you and Wicks just conduct Mr. Ben Parker to the street and put him in the carriage, too."
"Come on, get up from there," growled Wicks, and he put his hand roughly under Ben's armpit to drag him erect.
Between Packard and Wicks, Ben hopped and inched along to the door, through it, and out into the courtyard. Night had fallen, bringing almost complete darkness save for lights from the street beyond. Ben could hear a sort of elaborate gay murmur, the city at play. His two escorts half led, half dragged him to the narrow alley between the brick walls. There they moved in single file, Wicks ahead and Packard shoving Ben after him, both his hands on Ben's shoulders. Banton brought up the rear.
"Here's the street," muttered Wicks from his lead position, and Ben saw a glow of light from lamps on either side of the driver's seat of a big closed carriage. The red-devil figure of Seiber perched on the box.
"I'll open the door," added Wicks, walking to the carriage. Ben waited just outside the mouth of the alley, with Packard at his side and Banton behind him.
A burst of laughing chatter made itself heard. Half a dozen men, in various costumes, moved along the banquette between the carriage and the alley.
"Messieurs!" called Ben suddenly.
At once a sharp point prodded him between his shoulders. "Silence," whispered Banton, "or I'll drive this steel through your lungs."
The revelers had paused, peering through their masks. "Someone spoke?" inquired one of them.
Banton laughed. "Our friend here does not feel his best," he said readily. "Alas, he's had enough wine for three, and we're helping him home to bed."
"So early?" laughed back the man who had spoken. "Our condolences to him."
The group moved along, and Wicks came back to catch Ben's arm again. He and Packard dragged Ben across the banquette and fairly flung him into the carriage. In the inner gloom he made out Casimir, sitting on the back seat. His escorts dumped Ben down to sit facing Casimir, and squeezed in on either side of him. Banton followed and took his place beside Casimir.

"All right, Seiber," he called. "We can start."
He closed the door. The carriage began to roll away. Dim lights came and went inside, filtered back through the windows from the lamps at the driver's seat.
"That was a near thing," commented Wicks.
"Aye," agreed Banton. "A near thing for Ben Parker. He was closer to his death than the thickness of a hair." He looked piercingly at Ben. "If I'd killed you, I'd never have been able to learn who told you about my plot."
Wicks had pulled off his mask. He bent his face close to Ben's. "I'll help him find out about that," he promised balefully.
"How are your sore fingers?" inquired Ben.
Wicks struck him in the mouth, and Ben made a great surging effort to break his bonds. Packard clutched him by hair and shoulder and held him forcibly down on the seat.
"That will do, Wicks," said Banton sternly. "We want to draw no more attention than necessary to our carriage. You'd best subside too, Ben. Prayer is the best occupation for a man so close to death."
"Then you should pray," put in Casimir boldly.
Banton turned toward him. A passing flash of light showed that he smiled, as though at a clever little boy.
"Ah," he half-crooned, "the voice of Governor Claiborne's other valuable little aide. Perhaps you'll be less sullen than Ben yonder. Who gave the news of our intentions at Tchoupitoulas?"
"I have nothing to say to you," said Casimir.
"Casimir doesn't know," added Ben hastily.
"So?" snickered Packard. "Then we're a-wasting our time if we keep him alive."
Ben's heart sank. He had made a mistake in speaking.
"Oh, nonsense," said Banton, half-wearily, as though he disliked the arguing. "Don't weigh down your soul with lies at this critical point, Ben. We know he has the fellow's name— the two of you said as much to Claiborne in my presence, while I played the part of loyal friend. And from one or the other of you I'll wring the information. Make up your minds to that."
Nobody else spoke. Both Casimir and Ben voiced no more defiances, and the rolling rhythm of the wheels was all that the occupants of the carriage could hear.
Then came the voice of Seiber, calling halt to the horses, and the rolling ceased. Banton opened the carriage door and got out. He seemed to be peering into the darkness.
"All is clear," he announced. "Get down, Seiber, and hold the horses. You inside there, push Casimir out to me."
Wicks reached across to take hold of Casimir and propel him toward the door. In came Banton's wide-sleeved arms to take charge of the prisoner. A moment later Banton said: "Now, Ben Parker."
"Move, you," commanded Jethro Wicks, and gave Ben a shove. Packard helped thrust him into the open, where Ban-ton's hands caught him and eased him down.
They stood on the planks of a wharf. To north and east could be seen the lights of New Orleans, flickering as though with the happy excitement of Mardi Gras. Toward the river, several ships and boats were visible in their moorings. Lights were slung above the decks of several larger ones.
The noise of the town did not carry to this point, and Ben judged that they had moved very close to the extreme boundaries, past the old Spanish barracks; perhaps well toward the estate of his friend Bernard de Marigny, south of New Orleans.
"Look to the boat, Packard," directed Banton.
"What about the carriage?" asked little Seiber from where he stood with his hands on the bits of the horses.
"Leave it here. You weren't recognized, I take it, when you fetched it from the livery stable? And you won't be coming back to New Orleans until the Spaniards bring us." Banton turned to where Packard had gone to the edge of the wharf. "How about that boat?"
"Ready and waiting where we left it, sir."
"Then bring along our two guests."
Tramping back again, Packard supported Ben's stumbling feet, while Wicks did the same with Casimir. At the edge of the wharf, they all paused and stood in a row. Straining his eyes, Ben could see a big skiff drawn up there.
"Down you go, Wicks," said Banton, and Wicks lowered himself into the skiff. Seiber followed. Then, at Banton's word, Casimir was let down like a bale, and secured below. Ben went next. Banton descended in turn, and finally Packard.
"Cast off," ordered Banton.
Packard did so, then shoved them clear of the timbers with an oar. Packard and Wicks rowed them slowly out through a gap between two ships, while Seiber, at the bow, stared through the dark after something.
"Easy as she goes," cautioned Seiber. "There, there we are. Fetch her alongside, careful-like, and Pll scramble aboard and strike a light."
The skiff scraped against the side of a sailing vessel that had been tied up well beyond the wharfside line of craft. Seiber caught hold of a dangling rope and climbed up, nimble as a monkey. After a few moments he was back, with a glowing lantern. Its light made his red costume weird and lurid.
"All's cozy up here," he reported.
"Then drop us the ladder," said Banton, and a rope ladder came tumbling from above. "Up you go, Packard. Then you, Wicks. And let us have a noose down here to hoist our extra luggage."
The line by which Seiber had climbed the vessel's side was lowered. Banton knotted it under Ben's armpits, and his men drew Ben up to the deck, then let down the rope for Casimir. Banton came up the ladder to the deck as Casimir was brought aboard.
Staring in the gloom, Ben saw that the vessel was about forty-five feet long, and rigged ketch-fashion, with a mainmast amidships and a smaller mizzenmast well aft. Forward of the mainmast showed the low, flat-topped silhouette of a deckhouse.
"Seiber, you're our sailor," said Banton. "Take charge and drop us downstream. We've a deal of traveling to do."
"What about this pair?" suggested Wicks, standing close to Ben and Casimir in the lantern light.
"You and Packard get them forward to the cabin. Mind that they're made fast. I'll visit with them when we're well under way."
Once again Ben and Casimir were assisted, like two cripples, across to the deckhouse. Packard opened the door, and when all were inside Ben could hear him scraping with flint and steel. A candle blazed up in an iron sconce.
"Here you stay," Wicks told Ben. "I'm still counting on a little closer acquaintance with you later on."
"Don't we tie them better than this?" asked Packard. "Mr. Banton said to see they were made fast."
"That's true, he did."
Wicks had pulled off his uniform coat and hung it on a peg. Then he took a coil of line from a table and, drawing a knife from a sheath under his arm, cut off a length of it. By the light of the candle he made a running noose in one end. Then he turned toward Ben and, without warning, thrust out a foot and tripped him so that he fell heavily.
"If I was free—" spluttered Ben.
Wicks flung the noose around Ben's neck, tightening it. Then he ran the other end under Ben's knees. He pulled tight and Ben, to ease the choking drag around his windpipe, drew up his knees against his chest.
"That's just what I wanted," pronounced Wicks, and made a tight knot of the cord around Ben's legs.
"I'll serve this other one the same way," Packard was saying.
It was quickly done with Casimir as it had been with Ben. Then Packard and Wicks left, pulling the door shut behind them.
The ship began to move, slowly and stealthily, as though it had a baleful and traitorous life of its own.
 



XIV. Ultimatum

 
When they were alone, ben made a wriggling effort against all his bonds. They held, and he felt a throttling constriction around his neck.
"Gently," warned Casimir from where he lay. "Do you not see how this new tether is fastened? If you straighten your legs, it pulls on the line and tightens the noose. You may well strangle yourself if you do not lie still."
Ben relaxed, his knees drawn to within eighteen inches of his chin. He looked around him. The cabin was paneled in dark wood that reflected a brown glow from the candle's light. Two bunks were set one above the other, with no mattresses or bedclothing. A chair stood beside the stout table. Beyond the table, against the wall, hung a short curtain of heavy black cloth. The ship moved and stirred, pitching slightly.
"What's happening to us?" groaned Ben. "Where are we going, and why?"
"I know no more than you. We heard them speak of Mobile. Probably we float seaward with the river current. I should judge they will steer into one of the bayous that branch off from the main river."
"Mobile," repeated Ben. "Our ships of war are there, because of the Spanish threat—"

"Doucementy" broke in Casimir. "Someone comes."
The door squeaked open, and Horner Banton strode in.
He had put aside his monk's robe for a heavy, dark seaman's coat with big steel buttons. There was a broad soft hat on his head, and in one hand he carried a long-barreled pistol. He looked down at the two bound figures in the candle's light.
"Comfortable, gentlemen?" he inquired, in a parody of solicitude.
They lay at his feet and looked stonily up at him. Neither of them spoke.
"So," Banton said, softly and sadly. "We're still sullen, are we? We're uncommunicative and obscure, we refuse to speak a single word."
He stepped to the table, and laid his pistol beside the candle. Then he moved on to a cabinet in the bulkhead beside the curtain, opened it, and took out a bottle and a wineglass. Turning back, he sat down in the chair beside the table and drew the cork from the bottle with his strong white teeth. Carefully he filled the glass. Ben gazed at Banton's feet, cased in the most shiny of black boots, with the straps of the pantaloons snug under the insteps.
Banton recorked his bottle, crossed one leg over the other knee, and lifted the glass in his left hand. His right hand lay, loosely clenched, within two inches of the pistol. He put the glass to his lips and tasted the wine, and Ben saw him smile above it.
"You refuse to answer my question about your comfort," he chided his prisoners mournfully. "How then can I hope that you'll be so good as to tell the name of the man who betrayed my efforts to you?"
"You can never hope that," said Casimir fiercely.
"Come, that's better," said Banton in a tone of gentle approval, and took another sip of wine. "Casimir will talk, at least. Persuade Ben to relax his mute hostility, Casimir."
Ben thought of something supremely insulting to say; then decided that to say nothing at all would be more effective.
"I heard you from outside the door just now," Banton continued. "You're understandably and justifiably wondering, both of you, about where we sail and to what purpose. Well now, at least one of us three must remember his social obligations. As your host, I'll be so polite as to inform you."
Again he sipped with studied daintiness, and smiled. His big, well-kept fingers cuddled the stem of the glass.
"This craft is my property," he began. "It's rather a neat little ketch, good both for narrow channel work as at present, and for open-water sailing such as we'll have later on. We're bound for the waters outside Mobile, with an important cargo."
He studied Ben, then Casimir.
"Now, as to our ship's company. Pray don't be so stupid as to underestimate any of them—profit by our mistake in underestimating you. Seiber you trapped like a baby rabbit outside Tchoupitoulas, but he's a boatman, really, not a woodsman. As a matter of fact, before he took up keelboating he was first mate of a coasting vessel. Too bad that he was ungratefully accused of sinking his ship for her insurance, and had to flee."
Ben's nose itched. He rubbed it against the planks to ease the irritation. Banton smiled again, relishing this sign of discomfort.
"Wicks has been a flatboatman, a trapper, a trader among the Indians. If I should let him kill you, he'd want to scalp you as well. Death pleases him immensely, when it happens to those he dislikes, and he dislikes both of you. As for Packard, he used to be a soldier. Maybe he shouldn't have deserted. I don't understand his desertion, for he's been faithful enough to me."
"What does this ship carry?" demanded Casimir.
"Gunpowder, my boy. We mean to come alongside one of the ships of war there—Commodore Shaw's flagship, for choice—and blow her and our own craft clear out of existence and into history. Of course, we've a boat aboard, and we'll get away before the explosion."
"You won't dare!" Ben could not help but protest.
"Ben finds his tongue," said Banton. "I beg to assure you, Ben, that I will dare. You know, I know, all thinking folk know, that the least noise of violence will set Spain at war with the Americans. I propose to make a very great noise indeed, and to put an end to this suspense, which bids well to progress from tautness to tedium."
He paused and drank, as though waiting for comment. It did not come, from Ben or from Casimir, and he spoke again.
"You become silent once more, but I venture to guess your chief reaction. You are amazed that I—Horner Banton, the respected merchant, the gentlemanly neighbor and friend, the trusted associate of the Governor—should seek to do this. I am, you are telling yourselves, the last person in all the territory you would have suspected. Am I not right?"
Ben, achingly helpless in the lashings of cord, reflected that Banton was right.

"I'll explain my motives, as well. It's a tale that will intrigue you, and perhaps when you understand you will sympathize."
Setting down his glass, he leaned back in his chair.
"I love the town of New Orleans. Don't stare so; it makes you look like a brace of trussed crabs. I am not joking. You can hardly show me a reason why I shouldn't love New Orleans. It has been my home for nearly twenty years, ever since I stepped off on the wharf, young and hopeful like Ben there. Egad, I had less reason for my hopes than you. Let me say honestly that I'd left home in Philadelphia because my college, my family, and my friends were heartily sick of youthful pranks and indiscretions, which they were pleased to call disgraceful debaucheries. There was a universal washing of Philadelphia hands of me, back yonder in—suffer me to take thought—it was 1793, what time George Washington was president and New Orleans was Spanish."
Yet again a pause, and yet again no comments.
"Alas, I begin to soliloquize like Prince Hamlet himself. Ben, in my first days in New Orleans, I was just such a young fellow as you first appeared to me—open-eyed, vigorous, hotheaded, quick-tempered. Well, perhaps my instincts for company manners and modish dress were better from the beginning. I lacked so good a trading connection as you found, but I made connections of my own. I prospered in funds and in acquaintance. Mr. Aaron Burr was happy to honor me with his confidence and his admiration, a dozen years later. Ah," and Banton cocked his shapely brows, "I had high hopes for Mr. Burr."
"Were you part of his plot to make an empire?" asked Ben, forgetting his irksome bonds.

"In truth, I was so. I'll go so far as to suggest that he might have succeeded with a few more friends like me ; however, he chose to specialize in Creoles. They were courteous and attentive, they entertained him and listened to him, but they did nothing. Nothing solid. His uprising fell apart before it became an uprising, because he had nothing sure to hold it together." Banton sighed, as though for the failure. "Fortunately for me, he asked me only to his most secret councils— then as now, my talent was for intrigue. Nobody ever suspected me. Later, when Mr. Burr was protesting his own innocence, he was not like to expose me."
"In spite of all this," said Casimir, "you ask us to believe that you love New Orleans."
"It is because of all this that I expect you to believe," Ban-ton told him. "It's a wonderful city, New Orleans. But it's not a city for Americans."
"You are saying—" began Casimir.
"My dear young sir, please think. You in particular, Casimir, since your blood is French and so should give you rationality. New Orleans has nothing to do with the Americans. New Orleans is too far from their country, in culture as in distance. Casimir, you will bear me out. The differences in manners, in behavior, in language, in ideals—these are insurmountable. Am I not right?"
One of Banton's waiting pauses.
"Silence would seem to give agreement," he said. "These Congressmen in Washington show intelligence, for once, when they hesitate over granting statehood to Orleans Territory. The outbreak of war will make them more coy still. What have Creoles and Americans to say to each other? Save in selected cases like that of you two friends, naught but insults. Again, how can a state be ruled from a capital weeks away by land or sea? New Orleans can't be defended by Washington against attack—the world will know that before many days. Even if defense were possible, there remains the question of understanding and good will. The Spaniards can provide that. Orleans Territory prospered under Spain once, and will so prosper again.
"You lie, sir," said Ben hotly.
"I think not," replied Banton mildly. "Anyway, the alternative to Spain is England, who will be at America's throat before summer. They would be less understanding than anyone. No, young gentlemen. New Orleans will find best terms and best treatment under Spain."
"The Spanish told you to do this thing?" demanded Casimir.
"I fear that neither Governor Maxent nor any other official had so much imaginative purpose. The provoking of war is my own inspiration. Many will thank me in the end."
"You mean to kill us," said Ben, "or you'd never say these things."
"Oh, killing need not follow. I desire information from you. Give it, and I'll set you free of your bonds, keeping you locked up. When we abandon ship before she explodes, we'll take you along in our boat—but you must prove reasonable and worth rescuing. When we land in Mobile you may stay there, under guard not too insistent or galling, until the little matter of Spanish repossession of Orleans Territory has been accomplished."
"Then?" prompted Ben.
"Then come back to New Orleans. You'll find things a trifle better than when you left them. I, for one, will be in a position of prosperity and importance under the new regime, and I'll be able to help you in many ways."

"But if we don't give the information?" Ben persisted.
"If you don't, you'll die." Banton's teeth clicked shut upon the word. "Nor will it be a swift, easy, heroic death. However, I think you'll tell, and I hope the telling comes of your own free will. Otherwise I'll have to let Wicks come in here to persuade you. He knows considerable about persuasion, does Wicks. I think I said that he's lived among the Indians, and observed their methods."
Banton rose, returned the bottle to the cabinet, and picked up his pistol.
"I'm truly a patient man," he said. "You'll have to be patient, too, for I must leave you as you are the rest of the night. There are but four of us to work this ship—one at the wheel, one at lookout forward, the others at starboard and port. That many are needed as we drift down channel, and we must be in open water by dawn."
He indicated the candle. "I'll leave this light to comfort you a trifle. Discuss it between yourselves and come to some agreement. When I come back, I'll expect an answer. Whatever you say to me tomorrow morning I'll accept as final, and act with you accordingly."
He walked to the door, went out, and shut them in. They heard the squeak of the turning key.
Ben was aware again of the sound and feel of the ketch's motion. He bent his head sidewise, to wipe sweat from his face on the rumpled shoulder of his tunic. He listened, holding his breath, to Banton's departing footsteps. "Casimir?" he said softly.
"Ben," came Casimir's voice.
"Banton's lying."
"Vraiment, and it is the least of his sins."
"I mean, about sparing our lives. We're alive right now only because he wants us to tell him something. If we do, we won't live ten minutes beyond."
"You have reason." Casimir breathed deeply. "Pai soif."
"I'm thirsty, too," said Ben, "and my hands and feet are asleep." He tested the bonds on his wrists. "Whoever tied me put a tight loop around one wrist, made a hard knot, then a separate loop around the other."
"It was Seiber," said Casimir. "He's a sailor and knows how to tie." Casimir grunted, as with a mighty effort.
"What's the matter?" Ben asked him, trying to turn and look.
Casimir panted and wheezed. Moments passed. Then:
"Softly, Ben. Keep quiet. I am coming to you."
"How—"
He heard Casimir hunching and squirming along. Then a touch on his back, and Casimir bent above him, with no noose at his neck.
"Do not speak above a whisper," Casimir cautioned. "Bring up your knees. More . . ."
Casimir's hands were still bound, but they were in front of him. He loosened the loop around Ben's neck, inching it over his head and away. Sighing in relief, Ben straightened his cramped legs.
"How did you get your hands from behind you?" he asked.
"Once more, not so loud. I was able to draw them, bound as they were, down behind and past my hips, then to double my legs up through the loop of my arms. Do you understand what I mean?"

"Yes. It's what we used to call skinning the cat in North Carolina, when we played on a branch or a railing. I can't do it myself j I'm not as limber as you."
"With my hands before me, I cast off this hangman's arrangement from my neck. Now perhaps we can untie ourselves. Roll over."
Ben did so. Casimir prodded and tugged at his wrists.
"Helas!" mourned Casimir softly. "These knots of Seiber's must be cut to be solved. They are like Alexander's Gordian knot."
"Cut?" repeated Ben. "Wait, Casimir. In my sash, the little knife—unless they took it. . . ."
"They took nothing from you, Ben. I was conscious y I watched them tie you. If you had a knife when you left home, it is there."
His fingers inserted themselves among the folds of Ben's sash.
"I have it," he reported, speaking close to Ben's ear. "Lie still now."
Ben felt the steel blade against the back of his hand. The tight lashings parted and fell away from his flesh, and he was free.
At once he took the knife and cut the cord from Casimir's tethered wrists, then freed his feet and Casimir's. They sat on the floor of the cabin, rubbing their ankles and flexing their arms and fingers to restore motion and circulation of the blood. At last they stood up and grinned at each other by the light of the candle.
"Here," said Ben, offering the knife. "Take this. I'll find some kind of war club. When Banton comes back, we'll settle him before he can cry warning. Then there'll be only three left."
He took the candle from the table and examined its sconce. The sconce was of massive metal; it would serve as a missile or a club.
"Ecoutezy," said Casimir, from where he stood near the curtain-like square of black cloth on the bulkhead. "I hear them outside."
"There's a port there," suggested Ben, and joined Casimir, putting his hand on the curtain.
He traced its outlines under the fabric. The port was small and square, and its glass fastened shut with a screw bolt. He listened, putting his ear to the curtain. Voices conversed, seemingly just outside.
"Keep quiet," he warned Casimir. "They're close to us here; we mustn't open that port and let them know we're free."
"I see another opening in the floor," said Casimir.
At once Ben knelt, candle in hand. Next to the table showed a trap or hatchway in the planking. He traced with the forefinger of his free hand a sizable rectangle, a yard long and nearly as broad. It was furnished with a ring, and when Ben took hold of this, the hatch lifted.
"It is the lazaretto beneath the cabin," Casimir informed him. "A special small hold, to keep the provisions of the ship's officers."
"Here's a way out of the cabin," said Ben. "That door's locked, and they're outside the port."

"But the lazaretto is separate from the main hold."
"We might work our way through to the main hold without attracting attention," said Ben. "If we can do that, there would be some way to the open deck."
"Que diable y what then?"
"We could overpower the man at the wheel and run this ship into the bank," pointed out Ben. "Then we could escape, and they'd never be able to work free and blow up our warships at Mobile."
"True, Ben. Up with the hatch, then."
Ben hoisted the section of flooring. Beneath was darkness, like a pool of ink. Ben held the candle down, and saw that the lazaretto was a cell-like chamber some six feet square and about the height of a man. A ladder descended into it, and its shelves were empty.
"I'll go down first," he said, and suited the action to the word. Below there was a smoky gloom, that fled when Casimir handed the candle to him and followed.
Ben tapped the bulkheads with his knuckles. "Strongly made," he reported, "but here's a plank that shakes when I press it. Take the candle, Casimir, and pass me back the knife."
It was a strong blade for all its shortness, and he used the point to pry away a loose nail, then another. When the nails came out they gave play to the plank, and he was able to drag one end of it several inches away from the others. He pried strongly but with caution, to avoid making a noise. Then he let go and worked at the other nails he had thus loosened.
"It's coming away," he told Casimir. "Stick the candle to the shelf, and take hold of this end. I think I can get purchase on the other. Now, are you ready? Pull hard."
They exerted their strength together. The plank came free slowly, and they lowered it to rest at their feet. There was an open space some four feet long and ten inches high. Ben put his arm through into black emptiness.
"You're the leanest, Casimir," he said. "Can you crawl through?"
"Easily." Casimir slid a shoulder and leg into the slit they had made. He drew the rest of himself through and landed beyond with a slight thud.
"What's there?" called Ben softly.
"I feel kegs," was Casimir's reply. "They are small, but there are many of them. They are set close together, and one upon the other, lashed in place with cord."
"Take the candle," offered Ben, reaching to the shelf for it.
"No, no!" Casimir protested, his hand coming through to gesture frantically. "Keep the candle there, for your life!"
"Why, what's the matter?"
Casimir's face thrust back into view.
"I can smell it in the air. And Banton told us what the errand of this ship would be. This hold is full of gunpowder."
 



XV. In the Hold

 
At once ben left the candle, hurried to the opening, and inserted his head. Casimir was right. The air of the dark hold was full of the sweet-pungent smell of gunpowder.
"If it's as strong as that, it isn't shut up," Ben decided aloud. "Feel around, Casimir. See if you can find out just what the arrangement is."

Casimir vanished into the gloom. Ben heard him scraping and scrambling around, as though on hands and knees. Then he returned to the slotlike opening.

"You are right. The heads are beaten from some of the kegs, and powder is spilled among them. I make no doubt but that a train has been laid to some point where Banton can set it off at will."

Ben wriggled nervously. He had a sense of danger all around him, and he glanced to see that the candle was well away from where he and Casimir talked. Then he looked upward, at the open hatchway and to the cabin above. Finally he beckoned Casimir.

"Come on back into the lazaretto."

Casimir did so, watching Ben expectantly.

"Now, hold the candle in the middle of the space, right under the hatchway. Kneel so that you can hold it on a level with the place where we gouged out the plank. I'm going in there and make my own explorations."

Casimir took the candle. Ben squeezed through the opening and dropped his hands and knees in the main hold. The light inside the lazaretto filtered through.

Ben rose. He saw that he stood among shadowy piles and ramparts of kegs, fastened with ropes as Casimir had described. Moving cautiously away from the light, he found himself forced to scramble over a heap, then another. His exploring hands supplemented the little he could make out by vision.

The powder kegs were of various sizes. He judged that these had been gathered from a number of sources, probably over a considerable period of time. The plot to start war, then, was no overnight inspiration. As Ben touched the kegs, he found that less than half of them were securely closed. The heads of some had been split apparently with blows of an ax, and in some cases the heads had been removed entirely. Here and there his slippered feet slid and faltered as if there were spilled dust on the floor. He stooped and felt around him. Gunpowder lay there in heaps, like spilled flour on the floor of a mill.

The arrangement and exposure of the whole freight of explosives bore out Casimir's theory j the application of a single spark at some point known to Banton would set it off. Ben paused.

Further groping exploration here and there would be useless, as well as dangerous. He would certainly need light to find the hatchways among the clutter. And a light would be the death of him, he knew. Any chance of a surprise sortie to the open was slim. He and Casimir must think of something else.

He pondered, alone in the dark. Then he moved back to where light filtered to him, guiding him toward the opening in the bulkhead of the lazaretto. He set to work at a stack of kegs.

From the tightly netted lashings he managed to pry one keg with a breached head. He hoisted it and poured out its contents at the base of the pile. Then he felt among the others, took a small open keg, lifted it and tilted it slightly. He moved slowly in the direction of the light, pouring out powder as he went.

As he crossed the intervening stacks, he carefully left an unbroken trail of grainy powder across and among them. Finally he reached the gap, stood still, and lowered the half-empty keg to the bottom of the hold. Then he peered into the lazaretto.

"Go back up the ladder, Casimir," he said, "and take the candle with you."

"What will you do?"

"I'll explain in a moment. Go on up."

Casimir mounted the ladder, and Ben, once more squeezing through, followed him up to the cabin.

"I think that Banton's so arranged this ship that he can set it off like a cracker at Christmas," he said. "Well, I propose that we rig our own way of setting it off—in our own time, not his."

"I take you, Ben," nodded Casimir at once. "You mean, to explode her before she can damage Commodore Shaw's ships."

"And before Banton can damage us. We'll light her up as we get away."

"But how?" demanded Casimir.

"We need a fuse. I brought plenty of powder to the edge of that hole into the lazaretto. What can we use for fabric?"

"Perhaps your pirate sash."

"Of course!" said Ben, unwisely loud in his approval. "It'll make a capital slow match."

He unwound the sash. It was more than six feet long, and fully twenty inches wide. With his knife he slit it into five four-inch strips. Gathering these in his hand, he gave the knife back to Casimir.

"Set the candle on the table's edge, so that it shines into the lazaretto," he said, "but take care it doesn't drop down on me there, or we'll go up in an instant. Guard the candle and the door. If anyone comes in, have that knife ready."

"He'll never live to cry a warning," promised Casimir. "And you, my Ben?"

"I'll be down below, making fuses out of the powder and this silk."

He swung down the ladder, spread his strips of the sash on a shelf, and went to the opening into the hold. Putting his arm through, he fumbled in the keg he had left just beyond and brought back a big handful of powder. Then, returning to the shelf, he spread out one of the strips and began his work of making a fuse.

After several experimentations, he hit upon the device of spreading the silk smooth and flat and dribbling a generous streak of powder lengthwise along one edge, then rolling this in and over and over. He wound up with a tube of silk centered with powder. He tied its ends with rags twisted thin, then began to roll another.

"Ben," came Casimir's cautious hail from above.

"What is it?" asked Ben, looking up from his labors.

"I can hear them by putting my ear to the port. The lookout says we are leaving the channel, coming into wide-open water."

Ben took two steps up the ladder, his chin rising above the level of the cabin floor.

"We're not out at sea yet, surely. It can't be midnight, or anywhere near."

"But they speak of open water."

Ben scrambled into the cabin and went to the curtained port. "We mustn't show light," he told Casimir.

Casimir cupped his hand around the flame and pursed his lips to blow.

"No!" warned Ben, just in time. "Don't put it out. We'll need that flame later on. Here." He pulled open the wall cabinet where Banton had stowed his wine bottle and glass. "Set it in here."

Casimir did so.

"But don't close that door," said Ben. "I tell you, that candle mustn't go out. Here, we'll hang this in front to hide it."

Quickly he stripped off his Barbary tunic and draped it across the front of the open cabinet. Darkness at once possessed them, and Ben put his hands to the curtain. It slid easily on a rod, and he pulled it clear and looked out into half moonlight.

Turning the screw bolt, he swung the glass frame inward, pushed it against the wall, and thrust his head through the square opening.

At once he felt a pang of disappointment. The port was not large enough for his broad shoulders to pass through. He could see the starboard rail of the ketch, but nobody was in sight. Past the rail flowed water, a considerable expanse of it that shone darkly and seemed fairly quiet. In the distance the clotted shadows of trees showed against the sky.

Then Banton's voice spoke from forward.

"We can see from side to side here, but not where the channel opens ahead. Better bring her along shore, and so around."

"Better nothin' of the sort," came Seiber's reply from aft of the cabin. "Let someone take the wheel here, and I'll act lookout. We'd best stay well away from shore as we cross this open stretch. A tree or snag under water could rip the bottom out of us."

"And that mustn't happen," called Banton again. "Here, I'll take the wheel myself, and you come up to the bow. Wicks, Packard, do you hear me? Stand by the sails, take orders from Seiber. Sing out, Seiber, which way you want me to steer."

Ben closed the port again, made it fast, and pulled the curtain across. He waited motionlessly. A moment later he heard Banton walking past, just outside. Then came Seiber's lighter steps, moving forward. Ben gave himself a count of twenty to make sure that all was clear, then put his hand beneath the curtain and opened the port a couple of inches.

"We can hear everything now," he told Casimir under his breath. "Put the light back on the table. They're all busy out there, and we have plenty of time for what we're doing here."

"Then they have not reached open water?"

"It seems to be just a wide place in the bayou, a sort of lake. Since they don't see the way across, they're moving very carefully. All four of them are giving their attention to that. We won't be bothered here."
"What shall I do?" asked Casimir, quite readily looking to Ben for orders.
"Stay here. Watch the door and the candle, and keep your ear close to the port—I've left it open a trifle. I'm going below again."
The work steadied his nerves, as though it meant some sort of triumph already assured. His hands and wrists were black with gunpowder when he completed a total of five fuses, each six feet long and as thick as his finger. He then addressed himself to the problem of joining them into a single unbroken line. After several trials and errors, he succeeded by shoving the end of one fuse deep into the end of the next, binding them securely with a strip of silk that he had previously filled with powder. Next he added the other fuse lengths, and at last he had a single ropelike line of cloth and powder, fully thirty feet long.
He thought for a moment. The port was too narrow for him to crawl through, but Casimir would manage. If he, Ben, could not escape the cabin . . . His lips tightened in the dimness. No point in thinking about that. His duty was plain, and if he shirked it he would die anyway, and many others as well.
One end of the fuse line he carried to the place where the board had been detached and thrust it through. Then he buried it well in the powder remaining in the keg he had left there. He took the other end in his teeth and mounted the ladder, making sure that the fastenings between the lengths did not come loose. Casimir stared at him as he came into* view in the cabin.
"Your face is smudged as black as a sweep's," Casimir told him.

"I can imagine," mumbled Ben around the fuse. "Pull that candle to the far edge of the table. I don't want to be blown back into the lazaretto."
Mounting into the cabin, he brought several feet of fuse with him. He pulled the chair to the side of the hatch and fastened the end of his line to its back with a final scrap left from his sash. Then he lowered the hatch of the lazaretto carefully, so it would rest lightly on the fuse and hold it in place at floor level.
"Listen, Casimir," he said earnestly. "I think we're ready now."
"To get away."
"Yes, we'll slip out by the port and dive overside." Ben strove to sound casual and confident. "I'll be the last one out j I'll touch the candle to this fuse. It'll carry the fire down to that big floating magazine Banton has stowed in the hold."
"How long before we have this explosion?"
"I don't know that," replied Ben. "It may be a full minute, it may be more, it may be less. I don't reckon we'll have any more time than we can spare."
"Then I remain to set the fuse going," announced Casimir.
"You'll do nothing of the sort," snapped Ben. "I'll—"
He broke off. For a loud yell had resounded in the outer night, from a distance but long and wailing, and distinct enough to carry to the captives in the cabin:
"Ahoy, you there in the ketch!"
A moment of silence. Then once again the long-drawn yell, sounding as if it came through a speaking trumpet:
"Ahoy! We follow you! Heave to, or we open fire!"
 



XVI. The Lighting of the Fuse

 
The thundering voice of banton rang out from where he held the wheel behind the cabin, and he sounded furious and not at all afraid:
"Who's that threatening us?"
"No matter for that," rejoined the speaking-trumpet voice. "We know this water, you do not! We have muskets aboard—"
"Have you so?" roared Banton. "We have a cannon. Shoot if you dare, and see who gets hurt most!"
"Stand by to bring her about," called Seiber from forward. "Wicks, out with the mainsail. Packard, come up here and get the jacket off our gun!"
Ben and Casimir swayed on their feet as the craft reeled heavily on its change of direction. Recovering, they heard the sound of muskets firing. Something struck the outside of the cabin as though an ax had been driven into its stout planking.
"That was within a finger's width of me," they heard Ban-ton snarl.
"Ram home the charge," Seiber was ordering crisply. "Packard, you were a soldier. Prime her and see if you can lay her to sink that devil back yonder."
"All ready," rejoined the hurried voice of Packard.

"Then blow your match," was Seiber's next command. "Stand by, we're coming 'round to bear upon her!"
Hearing this, Ben gripped the table edge with one hand, and with the other snatched the candle sconce just in time to keep it from flying through the air. The ketch lay hard over as she completed her swift, sharp turn. Then:
"Fire!" bawled Seiber.
The cabin shook with the roar of a cannon. Plainly Banton had not been bluffing about the armament he carried.
"Missed!" groaned the voice of Wicks from somewhere.
"Sponge and load again, Packard," Seiber was saying. "Mr. Banton! Better lash that wheel and come to lend a hand with our muskets. We'll pepper them while we get ready for another go at them with the gun."
Banton raced past outside. Reports rang out in the night, like a succession of sharp slaps.
Ben knelt suddenly and thrust sconce and candle under the chair. Over the seat he quickly draped his tunic. Its folds fell and hid the light.
"Out with you, Casimir," he said in the dark.
He felt his way quickly to the port, stripped away the curtain, and pulled the glass all the way back. Casimir came up beside him, and Ben gripped his shoulder. "Out with you," he said again.
"I won't go," Casimir told him, and another rattle of shots sounded outside.
"By heaven, you will," said Ben, and seized Casimir's other shoulder. "What makes you talk like that?"
"You mean to stay and die here. There's not room enough for you to get out ; the port is barely wide enough for me. I won't go and leave you."
"I said you're going," repeated Ben, and flung his strong arms around Casimir.
Casimir struggled and struck, but Ben ducked his head to avoid the blow and administered a powerful, strangling hug. As Casimir wheezed and half-collapsed, Ben hoisted him bodily from the floor, shoved his thrashing head and shoulders out through the port and, with a final surging effort, thrust him into the open, like a log through the door of a furnace. He heard Casimir fall full length on the deck outside.
"Dive, Casimir!" he shouted into the night after his friend, as yet another fusillade rang out.
He turned and snatched the candle from under the chair. He took hold of the end of the fuse, peered quickly to see that it was properly primed with black powder, then held the flame to it.
For a moment he thought it would not ignite. Then it caught. As he let it go, there was a commotion at the cabin door, and it flew open.
"Ben!" Casimir fairly screamed at him. "They left the key in the lock—come, come!"
Ben ran out on deck. Behind him he heard the fuse begin to sputter viciously. He gained the railing at a bound. Casimir was before him, throwing a leg over.
Then a shot rang close at hand, and Casimir gave a startled gasp and went plunging limply down into the water. Ben saw Banton charging through the dim light, hatless, a musket in his hands.
He barely dodged a murderous sweep of the weapon's stock. For an instant he and Banton grappled and shoved at each other, breast to breast. Then Ben struck with the heavy candle sconce, which he still held. It thumped solidly home in Banton's face, and Banton went floundering down on his hands and knees. Clear of his enemy's clutch, Ben flung himself head first over the rail into the water and came up within arm's length of Casimir.
"My shoulder," Casimir moaned. "My left arm—I cannot move it—"
"Take hold of my shirt," panted Ben, and as Casimir's fingers fastened on him he struck out, just as Casimir had taught him.
Like an otter, Ben churned madly away, dragging the slack weight of his friend. He heard Banton roar out some sort of warning, and muskets spoke from the ketch. A bullet splashed near, like a strangely vicious frog.
"Fill them full of lead, they're getting away!" he could hear Banton yelling furiously.
But then there was a flash of red radiance and a sudden deafening boom of sound. A churning impact of water from behind hurled both Ben and Casimir forward and upward, half into the open air. Even as they hung there a second, louder explosion sounded, as if the whole world were coming to a violent end.
Ben felt himself whirled around, like a top whipped by a string; then he sprawled in water churned to foam. Somehow he seized Casimir's wet curls and dove deep, through agitated dark floods, while above and around them he heard the raining wallop and smack of heavy falling objects.
Bobbing into the air again, Ben swam on with one arm while he towed Casimir with the other. The surface of the water was littered with clumsy trash in large pieces and small, wreckage from the ketch. Up ahead of him, Ben heard excited voices babbling both French and English in the dark. Toward those voices he dragged Casimir, with the last of his failing strength. His mouth opened, water splashed in, and he made a loud strangling noise.
"Somebody swims!" he heard a man call. "A survivor down there. Hold up a lantern, one of you, and I'll stand by to shoot if it is some trick."
"No trick," Ben gasped. "I just—want to get out of here—"
"I know who speaks!" cried the man, and Ben, in turn, felt that he recognized the voice from somewhere in the dim past. "Enfin, you in the water, you live?"
"Barely," was all Ben could say. He had ceased to swim, and strove only to keep himself and Casimir from going down.
"Lower the boat! Vite! Here, I myself will get in. En route y mes gargons! Oars, oars!"
Something dark skimmed over the water toward Ben. He choked over another splash into his open mouth, felt sick and faint and utterly exhausted. But a hand from somewhere closed upon his arm, another grasped his soaked shirt. He and Casimir were being dragged over the thwart of an open boat.
"Nous les tenons," grunted someone. "We have them."
"Who are they?" asked another. "Monsieur Parker, young Beaumont! Nobody else can have survived."
"En avantl Aboard with them!"
Dreamily, Ben was aware that he was being lifted and helped. "Have you got Casimir safe?" he mumbled weakly.
"Mais oui! And you are safe, too."

The speaker supported him with a strong arm around his shoulders. Ben looked and saw the face of Dominique You, blurred and distorted as though behind clouded glass. Above him a lantern shone, and its bearer was Jean Laffite.
A dreamlike feeling possessed Ben once more. He did not know whether he was carried or whether he walked, but he moved somewhere. At last his head cleared, and he found that he lay on a bench under a low ceiling. Apparently this was a cabin of sorts, beneath a partial decking of a vessel smaller than Banton's ketch. It was lighted by a lamp hung to a pulley, and Ben could see, on a bunk opposite him, the sprawled form of Casimir. Dominique You bent over Casimir, busy with strips of white cloth.
"The bullet pierced only the flesh of the arm," Dominique reported. "He has lost some blood, but he will recover."
"Bien," approved Jean Laffite, and stepped into range of Ben's vision. He was still dressed in the exquisite garments he had worn in his cafe, but they were disarranged as though by recent violent exertions.
"And you, young Ben Parker," went on Laffite, "I know not whether to congratulate you or to predict that your next adventure will be your last. After tonight, you live on time borrowed at usurious interest."
"Horner Banton's ship—" Ben started to say.
"Destroyed, blown to pieces— pouf!" Laffite swept his arms wide, to signify complete destruction. "And so Banton was the mind back of all this plotting? Par bleu, he was the last man I would have suspected."
"We felt the same," said Casimir from his bunk.
"How was it managed?" asked Dominique.

"First tell me, how came you here?" demanded Ben on his own part.
Laffite grinned under his neat mustache, and his drooping eyelid descended in a wink. "You gave me a message, to forward to the Governor. But I did not wait after I had sent it, not I. You two, I made sure, might find more on your hands than you could dispose of j and so Dominique and I, and half a dozen lads we trust, followed in time to see them drive off with you. When they set sail we searched out this smack of ours, swift and sure for bayou waters, and followed again."
"Yet these young men cared handsomely for their own end of the business," interjected Dominique. "A swallow of wine for Monsieur Parker, and let him tell the story in full."
Ben did so, and both his listeners waited for the end, in utterly fascinated silence. When he had done, Casimir raised his voice.
"He neglects to say everything, messieurs. He forced me out of that cabin, intending to remain and be blown up with the ketch when he lighted the fuse. Only the mercy of heaven showed me how to find the door, with the key still in the lock, and so rescue him."
"Had you not done so he'd be in particles now, as Banton and those other scoundrels are at this moment," observed Dominique, wagging his massive head.
"My friend Ben is brave, but without sensibility," Casimir half complained.
"Au contrairey" said Laffite, "I find him to be of a magnificent sensibility. He was ready to die so as to bring Banton's plot to nothing."
"Is that so stranger," Ben challenged him.

"You do not find it strange to offer your life for what you love, and neither do I." Laffite gazed thoughtfully down at Ben. "I think you and I can well understand each other. Well, we go back to New Orleans. We will find a way to take you quietly to your home. Rest well until tomorrow, then report secretly to Governor Claiborne. Tell him everything, and omit only my name and the names of my comrades."
Ben sat up. "But you were hurrying to stop Banton," he protested. "The Governor will wish to know that."
"Will he so?" asked Dominique You, with a fierce grin.
"I continue to think," said Laffite, shrugging, "that I had best wait until a happier time for the Governor's applause."
Ben rose, though his legs still trembled. "Once before you made me promise to keep your name secret," he said. "But this time, the occasions are different."
"I protest they are much the same." Laffite turned toward Casimir's bunk. "How goes it with your wound? Do you attend what I say?"
"Mais out," said Casimir.
"Good. I must ask your indulgence, both of you, while I make something like a speech."
Laffite took two steps, turned again, and clasped his hands behind him. The light fell strongly upon his serious face.
"First, let us understand each other like practical men," he began. "My reputation, on the books of Claiborne's government in this region, has not been of the most savory. I bring to mind our first meeting, Monsieur Parker, and how at that time I reminded you that I am called outlaw and pirate, and that I felt that more merciful expressions might well be used.
Your Governor and his officers have never thought of me other than as a criminal and an enemy. With frankness, now, is that not the truth?"

"I fear that it is," Ben felt forced to admit.
"We agree so far. Had you named me last fall as the source of your warning about the assassins, you would have been disbelieved. All would have thought, until too late, that a warning from Jean Laffite was but a mockery. In addition, I chose to remain out of any reckoning of Banton; and so I was able to rescue you tonight. Otherwise, I might never have survived to be your helper. Is that not logic as well?"
"It is," Ben agreed again.
"Therefore continue to keep me unknown in this matter. Let neither the defenders nor the enemies of Orleans Territory know that Jean Laffite has cast his lot in the battle to come—for it will come, as sure as we speak here together. We have prevented an outrage, but we have not prevented war. It is inevitable.
"Banton said war was coming," said Ben. "I agree with him, and you too."
"And I agree also," said Casimir from where he lay.
"I come now to the matter that I count on you to understand," said Laffite, "because you yourself were so ready to die unrewarded in your country's service. I am distrusted and disavowed by my adopted nation, the United States. Yet I will never let slip any occasion of serving that same nation. Perhaps you suspect that I will seek to play both sides, and to wait safely until I can join the assured winner. But think again of all I have said and done; and you will know that I am with you, with the Americans, and that at the last my services will not be inconsiderable."
 
"C'est juste," rumbled Dominique You, deep in his brawny chest.
"Governor Claiborne has clung to the narrow path of duty, and he thinks that his duty includes a bleak attitude toward me. But when the war begins, and before it ends, this territory and its city will be the objective and the prize of an attack by invaders. Then, Ben Parker, and you, Casimir Beaumont, you will find that your Governor and your garrison must have any and all who will help them fight."
Laffite flung out both his arms, as though toward the trees that rimmed the waters around the little vessel.
"In these vastnesses," he said ringingly, "live many men who are also called pirates and thieves and outlaws. Yet, like me, they are loyal to the American flag under which they live. Like me, they are trained and stubborn fighting men. And they will follow me, in this matter as in many others. At the proper time they will enlist with Claiborne, with the President of the United States, with young patriots like you, against the enemies of America."
"Monsieur, I believe you with all my heart," cried out Casimir impulsively, and Laffite bowed as though in gratitude.
"Then say nothing about who it was who dragged you out of the water when Banton and his ship blew to pieces," he said. "Leave that news for another hour, when the need is more desperate, when there will be no doubt that we will be welcomed and trusted. And in that hour you will find us ready to stand and fight where we are needed."
"I ask the same favor," added Dominique You.
"We will do what you say," Ben promised.
"Bien" said Laffite, bowing again. "And now rest, both of you, while we make our way back to New Orleans."
 



XVII. "Union Is in Itself a Host"

 
July 5 was hot, bright, and dusty in the place d'armes. High on its staff fluttered the gridiron flag of the United States, dominating the levee, the water front, and the Voltigeurs drawn up in close order to hear Governor Claiborne speak.
They were a full regiment now. Events of the spring and early summer had brought a rush of eager young candidates for enlistment, and Colonel O'Rourke had sought and received permission to enlarge his command from battalion size and form. Nine companies strong, the Voltigeurs stood as three sides of a square, each company composed of two platoons marshaled in front and rear ranks.
In the file closers of Company D, behind the first platoon, stood First Lieutenant Benjamin Franklin Parker. He sweltered in his tight, heavily braided uniform. His sword belt braced him stuffily; the epaulets on his shoulders seemed to weigh pounds. But he held a stiffly military pose and forbore to wipe away the sweat that trickled down his jaws upon his high collar. He stood between two sergeants. Off to his right, similarly sergeant-flanked behind the company's second platoon, stood Second Lieutenant Casimir Beaumont.
 
Very few of the citizens of New Orleans had heard of Horner Banton's powder ship and the combination of luck, enterprise, and daring that had destroyed it before it could start a war with Spain ; but Governor Claiborne knew, and General Wilkinson, lately arrived to organize the town's defenses, had been told. It was their double recommendation that had promoted Ben and Casimir to command platoons in the augmented Voltigeurs.
Standing and waiting, Ben relaxed enough to glance from side to side and glimpse what he could of the gathered crowd. On the edges of the Place d'Armes, clear of the formation of the Voltigeurs, milling throngs refreshed themselves with food and drink from the stocks of peddlers. But to the front, on benches flanking the speaker's platform, sat distinguished guests—Julien Poydras, the first president of the senate of the new state of Louisiana Allen B. Magruder and Jean Noel Destrehan, United States senators; the Supreme Court judges, Hall, Matthews, and Derbigny j glittering officers, splendidly dressed ladies with parasols raised against the sun.
On the platform rose Governor Claiborne himself, governor now by vote of the state, as earlier he had been governor by appointment of the President. Whatever disagreements had been voiced in other years by the citizens, they had cast an overwhelming vote for Claiborne when elections had been held on June 29, a scant month after the coming of official word that Orleans Territory had become the state of Louisiana.
Claiborne wore a blue military coat, white breeches and high, shiny boots. His fine face looked tired but eager. He laid his hands on the speaker's stand, and silence fell all around him.
"Whatever I had meant to say in compliment and thanks to these gentlemen of the Regiment of Voltigeurs," he began clearly, "must be set aside for the moment. For advices have come from Washington, to say that a state of war exists between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and dependencies, and the United States of America."

He paused. Nobody who heard him could be more than mildly amazed at the news. The war had been predicted and expected. All he told them was merely assurance that it was a fact.
"War," went on Claiborne, "is not the greatest of evils. Base submission would be a greater curse. The independence of America was the fruit of eight years of toil and danger, and we now fight to maintain this inestimable advantage."
Ben, looking through the ranks in front of him, saw the stiff-braced backs of Colonel O'Rourke, and of the lieutenant colonel and the major of the Voltigeurs. Beyond them, the people on the benches sat motionless, and more distantly the press of standing listeners was as silent as a host of statues. Claiborne continued:
"Let it be recollected, that every sacrifice we make is offered on the altar of our country—a consideration that will reconcile a faithful people to every privation. The President of the United States calculates on every aid that is in the power of Louisiana to give—"
Applause, a hubbub of cheers, instantaneous and deafening. Cries rang in French as in English. All New Orleans voiced its eagerness to prove itself in battle. Claiborne waited for the noise to subside.
"In so reasonable a request," he urged, "let not our chief be disappointed. For years he labored to arrest the storm, and now that it rages in all its fury, let us endeavor to carry him and our country safely through it." He leaned forward. "Union is in itself a host," he shouted. "It is numbers, strength, and security!"
Another gale of shouts and hand clappings.
"In such a contest," Claiborne's voice dominated the din, "the issue cannot be doubtful. Our young men, here before us, tender their services to their native land, to be in readiness to march at a moment's warning to the point of attack. Nor will our oldest men prove less brave, less faithful. Ours is a just cause, and it shall triumph."
He moved back from the stand and waited as before for the applause to subside. Then he gestured to where, beside him on the platform, sat a figure resplendent in a blue uniform, gorgeous epaulets, rows of medals, with a heavy face flanked by gray side whiskers.
"With me today is General James Wilkinson," Claiborne introduced his companion, "but recently arrived to assume military command at this point; for we cannot doubt, as we must not dread, that a serious battle may be fought and won at New Orleans before this war is over. I have persuaded him to speak to the gentlemen of the Voltigeurs and to the citizens of New Orleans."
Claiborne sat down, and Wilkinson rose. He cleared his throat with a loud rasp, that in itself sounded military.
"The eloquence of the brief remarks just concluded by His Excellency, your Governor," he growled out, "reminds me the more forcibly that I am no orator. I am but a soldier, more accustomed by taste and training to the tented field than to the rostrum. Yet it is my desire to welcome these gentlemen volunteers, officers and soldiers of a splendid citizen regiment, as earnest of the spirit and courage of Louisiana's people. Elsewhere in your state, other brave men are springing to arms and training themselves to fight in case of need. You are a strong and happy addition to our forces here, and I, too, will make no secret of my belief that you will find yourselves needed before any great time has passed."
He paused, and glanced toward the benches beside the platform.
"But you, who were once a battalion, are now a regiment. While brave men have turned to war's pursuits, fair ladies have done their part as well. I am desired to say, on behalf of certain lovely ladies of New Orleans, that this regiment is well worthy of flags—one for itself as a regiment, one the colors of the country it serves. Such flags have been sewn for you by the fairest hands of your city."
Two figures in gay dresses rose from a bench. Beside them rose two officers, and these stripped the casings away from two flags. As each flag was cleared, the officer shook it out. The staffs were placed in the hands of the two waiting ladies.
"You see the regimental flag of the Voltigeurs," said General Wilkinson, "and you see also the twin to the one flying here upon the very levee of New Orleans, the stripes and stars of the United States. Let not these colors be struck to any foe. Let them be borne to the front of any contest in which you become engaged, and let them be brought back covered with glory."
The two ladies bore the flags forward. Ben recognized Madame O'Rourke and Felise.
"Colonel O'Rourke," said General Wilkinson ringingly, "designate your color company, and the representatives who are to receive on behalf of your regiment these flags."
Colonel O'Rourke saluted, and turned a full about-face.

"Our color company is Company D," he announced. "I designate the lieutenants of that company to accept these flags. Lieutenants Parker and Beaumont, come forward."
It was for this moment that Ben had waited. He stepped back, signaled to Casimir with his eye, then faced left. With cadenced, marching rhythm he rounded the left flank of his company, moved straight to the front; then faced in, marching, and finally came to a halt and faced Colonel O'Rourke. Casimir stood at Ben's side, motionless and martial.
On either side of the Colonel, the ladies held out the flags. Casimir took the regimental standard from his aunt. And Felise, putting the bright banner of America into the hands of Ben, smiled with a radiance like that of the day, of the flag, of the hope of all the world.
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