



[image: Cover Image]





THE EARTH LORDS


Gordon R. Dickson


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




The length of the chain that dragged behind Bart, like all the lengths of that chain that bound the moving line of raggedly dressed men together, pulled at his ankle and rang on the rocky floor of the tunnel. But he no longer noticed its sound or its weight. As always, his mind was at work on other matters; and his body automatically followed the movements of the man one step in front of him …


He was taller than most of the men on the chain; and during the first few weeks here in the mine where they lived and worked, he had taken several hard blows on the head before learning to respond to that warning immediately and without question. But now he knew when such bumps were coming, just as he – evidently alone among all the men on the chain – knew the route they were on and the destination in the mine to which they were headed.


He knew these things because he had qualities of survival in him that his captors did not guess, nearly all of them the result of things learned either during his childhood years in the Indian camp or later from his father. Most of the captured men driven to work here died in a matter of months, if not mere weeks; but long before they died, they sank into an apathy in which they did not talk and hardly seemed to think at all. Seeing this, Bart had deliberately kept his brain busy every moment of his every waking hour, in the long months he estimated he had been imprisoned here …





chapter
one



IT WAS EARLY spring yet, this high up, and the pony came gratefully to the top of the little hill. Bart Dybig stopped to let the beast catch its breath, while he looked over the tiny settlement in the river valley below before riding down into it. He was too heavy for the pony, that was the truth of it; though so compact was the bone and muscle of his solid body that most people would have guessed him thirty or more pounds less than his real weight.


Now that he was here, he found himself of two minds about riding down into that place. The whole reason for his coming this long distance was to do so. At the same time the habit of being by himself had brought him almost to the point of avoiding society completely. He had a strange feeling of uneasiness about what riding down the hill into the settlement before him might lead him into.


But there was nothing in what he saw to justify such a feeling.


The settlement itself was ordinary-looking enough. Some eight buildings were strung out on either side of a single street, a small distance back from the thin blue line of the small river that had its home in this valley. All the buildings were of logs; and only one, in the center of the settlement on the far side of the street from Bart’s point of view, had anything resembling an actual second story. It also had a couple of fairly good-sized windows fronting the street, and an open porch—accumulation of luxuries on this west Canadian frontier in 1879—that strongly suggested that the front part of the building, at least, was more store than living quarters.


He rode the pony at a walk down the hill toward the settlement.


The closer he got, the more the place rang a note of warning in a part of his mind that the time with Louis Riel had honed to constant awareness of possible danger. Since leaving Louis in his exile in the United States and returning to Canada, he had been passed on westward from group to group of métis—those people who were the result of the interbreeding of the early European furtrappers and the native Indians. Bart’s father had been European—even if other men, Indian, white and mixed-breed alike, had combined in avoiding him—and Bart’s mother had been a Cree Indian whose name in English translated to “Listens to Trees.”


Both of his parents were dead now—Bart’s mother by a raging fever when he was six years old, and his father, in Montana, in the United States, by a rifle bullet from a distant assassin—a bullet clearly intended for Riel, as the two men rode side by side. Riel had escaped below the border, after the métis had risen for their rights and had their uprising put down by soldiers from eastern Canada; and Bart’s father, with Bart, had gone with the métis leader.


His father had been a close adviser to Riel, who alone besides Bart had come to understand the innate gentleness in the physically powerful and brilliant, but misshapen little man. When his father had died, after nearly a week of fever from an infection brought on by the bullet, which had lodged too deep in the older man’s body to be removed, Bart had considered himself released of any further duty to Riel. After working a few years to raise money that would set him free to travel, Bart had returned to Canada in search of a relative he had never known he had until the delirium of his father’s dying hours.


All that Bart had been able to gather, putting together the fragments of his father’s brief, fevered utterances, was that the relative was a woman and named, or called, “Didi,” and that she was to be found somewhere in the Canadian Rocky Mountains, most probably somewhere on the western side of that range.


The métis who had remained in Canada had aided Bart and passed him on from group to group. His clothing, the brown Indian eyes which he had inherited from his Cree mother, his very way of walking and riding, was his passport among them. He was métis himself, and looked it. In their small settlements he had felt, momentarily at least, at home and for the moment safe, although there was a price, if a small one, on his head from the days of the rebellion.


But he did not feel at home or safe as he rode down into this settlement marked on the map in his saddlebags as Mossby. The blind but always to be listened to instinct within him was sounding a signal.


Unobtrusively, he loosened his rifle in its saddle scabbard and checked the heavy revolver in the holster at his belt, hidden under his leather jacket. For the first time it struck him what was bothering him about the group of houses before him. There were no children to be seen about, nor any dogs.


True, there were no adults to be seen, either; but at this time of the spring afternoon they could be up and out, away from home, or inside the buildings, out of sight. He headed toward the large building that he had assumed to be a store, though this place was beyond the very end of the high western plains, in the beginnings of the Rocky Mountains. Any goods that came in here for store sale would necessarily have come by pack horse. There was a hitching rail before the store building, but no horses at it.


It was the more surprising, in light of the quietness of the place and his own feeling of inner warning, that just as he rode up to the hitching rail a man he recognized came out of the front door of the store—and the feeling of fate chimed loudly within him.


“Arthur!” said Bart.


The other turned and stared, still holding the bale of furs he had brought out. Slowly, he put the bale down on the floor of the porch, against the log wall, and stared at Bart, clearly without recognition.


The lack of recognition, at least, was not so surprising.


Now in his twenty-fifth year, Bart had changed from the barely adult young man Arthur Robeson had last seen in the town of Sainte Anne, far to the east on the central plains, where they had grown up together. For one thing, Bart had come into his full weight and strength—that strength he had inherited from his father, but in as far greater measure as his larger body had outstripped the older man’s small one.


With that development had come a squareness, a blocklike appearance that made other men walk around him unthinkingly. These things had come with the years of the 1870s. Now, in 1879, that growth had hardened on him. He stood five feet eleven inches in his stocking feet, which was tall compared to the average of the people around him; but there was no lack of men taller—and bigger—than he was.


The difference that set him apart from everyone else was not in his height, but in the unusual development of his body. His shoulders, as his father’s had been, we-e almost unnaturally square and wide, and his chest was massive; but the real difference in him was his legs, disproportionately thick though now hidden by the wide leather trousers. The power of those legs had even surprised him, at times. At eighteen he had lifted horses, quite easily, on his shoulders until their hooves cleared the ground. He had done this to win bets and to show off, on several occasions—until he found that advertising his strength this way only seemed to increase the isolation which both he and his father had always seemed to feel from the world in general around them. Once he had realized this, he had stopped showing off. In fact, he had ended by sidestepping situations in which his strength might be noticed at all.


So it was not surprising then that the slim, white-skinned, brown-haired Scotsman who had known him as a boy did not recognize this thick-bodied stranger in the leather shirt, trousers and jacket. This armed stranger with the large head in which the heavy bones of brow and cheeks were prominent under the black hair and the tanned skin, and the face below the cheekbones hidden by the full, bushy, black beard Bart had grown to disguise himself when he slipped back across the border from the U.S.


For a moment Bart felt again the empty sense of isolation. Then he reminded himself that they had never been close anyway; and it did not matter about Arthur. What mattered—and he felt a sudden leap of joy within him—was that if Arthur were here, it was more than possible that Arthur’s sister Emma was also here—even possible she was still unmarried. Emma, with whom Bart had fallen in love as a boy in school—those few years of school before the tide of the rebellion claimed him, young as he was. It might, in fact, have been Emma’s liking for him that fed Arthur’s dislike; for Arthur, although he showed little affection for his sister, had always wanted all of her attention. Their family had been storekeepers even then, back in Sainte Anne; and their mother, particularly, had always thought of their family as better than the métis around them.


But suddenly Bart was ashamed of himself for remembering Arthur so unkindly. If the other was willing to let bygones be bygones, now that they were all grown up, he could be willing also to start over from scratch in their acquaintanceship.


“Don’t you know me, Arthur?” Bart said accordingly, halting his horse by the hitching rail, dropping its reins over the wooden bar and looking up at the other man, who stood on the porch above him. “I’m Bart Dybig.”


“Bart?” Arthur still stared at him, but now as if trying to see through the beard to the boy he had known. “What are you doing here? The last I heard you’d gone to Montana with Riel.”


“I’m looking for someone I heard was here—Telesphore Daudet. You know him?”


“Yes,” said Arthur, his face still uneasy. “He lives here. Or at least he did—his squaw still does. But he went hunting, off into the mountains, some weeks ago, and he’s never come back. Something may have happened to him out there.”


Bart frowned. Telesphore Daudet, he had been told at the last settlement of métis he had visited, had been the man who could direct him on into the mountains, to where his father had, in his ravings, mentioned that some relatives of theirs lived.


The name of Telesphore Daudet was all Bart had to go on; such clues as Bart had been able to glean from his father’s dying words had been vague, and it required the right man to be able to listen to such words and suggest the place they might refer to. The last such man, far east of here, had said Daudet might be a man to talk to, and he had tracked that name here to Mossby.


“You knew him?” Arthur asked, from up on the porch.


“No,” answered Bart cautiously, “I was just dropping by with a message from an old friend of his.” He put the problem of Daudet from his mind for the moment.


“Have you been here yourself, long?” he asked Arthur. “What about Emma? Is she still with you?”


“About five years,” said Arthur.


“And Emma?”


“Yes.” The word came out of Arthur slowly and reluctantly. Evidently Arthur was still possessive of his sister.


“Then she’d be inside there?” said Bart, nodding at the store. “I’ll just step in and say hello to her. It’ll be good to see her, too.”


Arthur took a short step toward the front door, almost as if he would move between it and Bart. But Bart was coming up the steps, moving with all the casual but unstoppable progress of a boulder rolling downhill; and at the last moment Arthur turned and opened the door for him.


“I think she’s probably up to her ears in work in the back,” Arthur said. “It might be better not to disturb her now.”


“Come on now, Arthur,” said Bart, continuing past the other man into the interior, “she won’t mind a moment or two, after all these years. …”


Within, the front lower half of the house had been partitioned off and fitted with counters and shelves to hold the goods of the store. So, thought Bart, he had been right. The air was strong with the aromas of pelts, woolen goods, liquid parafin—that fuel for lamps some people were beginning to call “kerosene”—and several dozen other odors. In appearance, it was no different from any of the small settlement stores Bart had been stepping into all his life, not only in the western Canada fur country, but down in Montana territory as well.


Except that behind the main counter at the back of the store, just coming in through a door that must lead to a back room, was a slim, small young woman. She had straight blond hair and blue eyes, in a round face that was not conventionally pretty but, had a serene happiness about it that made it, and had always made it, Bart thought, beautiful.


“It’s Bart Dybig, Emma,” said Arthur, quickly and harshly behind Bart.


Emma’s expression of pleasant welcome for a stranger was wiped out by one of happy recognition.


“Bart!” she cried, dropping onto the counter the armful of pelts she was carrying and coming out through an opening in it to grasp both of Bart’s outstretched hands with her own. “And with a beard like that! Oh, it’s good to see you again, Bart!”


He was suddenly warm with happiness. Not merely the happiness that being with her had always kindled in him, but a particular powerful joy that she should be so pleased to see him again. The sense of isolation and loneliness was utterly wiped away.


“It’s wonderful to see you, Emma,” he said.


He had completely forgotten Arthur, the store, everything but the two of them and their joined hands—when the voice of the other man jolted him out of it.


“Bart’s just passing through, Emma,” said Arthur. “He came by with a message for Telesphore Daudet from a friend of Telesphore’s.”


“And Telesphore’s been gone for weeks!” said Emma without letting go of Bart’s hands. “We’re worried about him. Was he a friend of yours, Bart?”


“No,” said Bart. “I never heard of him until I was asked to drop by here. I didn’t know you two were here.”


“But we’ve been here for five years. Do you realize how long it’s been since we’ve seen each other? You’ll stay with us while you’re here, Bart; and we’ll have a special dinner tonight.”


“There’s no extra room,” said Arthur.


“We can clear the furs off that bunk in the back room, the bunk we always give to the pack-train handlers when they come—what’s wrong with you, Arthur?” said Emma, for the first time taking her eyes off Bart and looking over at her brother.


It had always been Arthur’s habit to bully his sister and order her about; and Emma had almost always let herself be bullied and ordered. But on the few occasions when Bart had seen her face up to Arthur, he had noticed that it was always Arthur who backed down. It was that way now.


“We’ve got all these furs to sort and get ready before the pack-train comes to take them east,” he muttered, looking away from his sister. “And what’ll we do when the pack-train handler gets here if we’ve somebody already staying in that bunk?”


“He can find a place to stay with someone else in town. Don’t be stupid, Arthur!” said Emma. She let go of Bart’s hands and reached up to her hair. “I’m covered with dirt and dust. We’ve been cleaning out the back room, as Arthur says—getting the winter pelts ready to send off to market.”


“Tell me what I can do,” said Bart.


His words were automatic. Anyone, even a complete stranger, was always offered food and shelter. And any such stranger always turned to immediately to help his hosts with whatever chores or other work had them busy at the moment.


“You can help me sort the furs that’re left. Arthur grades well, but sometimes I’m a little faster at it than he is. And Arthur can bale the sorted furs, while you carry them out to the porch ready for the pack-train to pick up.”


“I’ll help you sort,” said Arthur. “Bart can carry them out.”


It was a small meanness, to deprive the two of them of being together during what remained of the afternoon; but Bart did not greatly mind. Just to be under the same roof with Emma had always seemed to bring happiness to him. Also, the prepared and tied bales were heavy. Arthur had made a load of just one as Bart was riding up. But Bart himself could have carried four of them without thinking. He reminded himself to take them one at a time, like Arthur, to give the other as little reason for annoyance as possible.


The two men followed her back into the storeroom. This room at the moment was a place of dark and dusty corners, glaringly lit at its center by the white-hot, glowing mantles of two parafin lamps set on flour barrels. The air, too, was full of dust and hair from the fur of the pelts; and boxes of goods were stacked everywhere.


“This whole place really should be put in some sort of order,” said Emma, replacing a stray strand of blond hair which had fallen onto her forehead, “but we never seem to have time.”


By which she probably meant, thought Bart, that she could not get Arthur to give the time to cooperate with her in straightening out the room. The odors of the skins and all the detritus of the previous winter that had come in with them, was thick in Bart’s nostrils as he began to work.


“There’s two bales of beaver pelts already tied up and ready to take out, Bart,” said Emma, as she reached the small mountain of furs she had evidently been working on. “Arthur, you can start baling up these lynx pelts I’ve just sorted out. …”


As Emma had said she was faster than her brother—and evidently sorting was not the only work at which Arthur was slow. He made hard work of getting the pelts baled and since Bart could not carry them one by one out to the porch until they were tied up, both men were well behind Emma by the time she dusted her hands together and stepped back from the section of bare split-log floor that was now showing before her.


“That’s that, then,” she said. “I’ll clean up and start to work on dinner while you two are getting the rest of those baled and outside.”


“You could give me a hand baling, then, Bart,” said Arthur.


“Glad to,” said Bart, moving to this new work and still being careful not to make up his bales so fast as to show up Arthur’s slowness and clumsiness. Together, they finished up the baling and carrying out of the bales to the porch, where Arthur covered them with a tarp and tied it down against possible wind and rain. He turned to Bart, dusting his hands as his sister had, but with no mention of cleaning himself up.


“Care for a drink?” he asked.


“It’d taste good,” said Bart.


Arthur led him on back through the store and back room to a stair that brought them up into the living quarters occupying the whole second story of the house. It was apparently divided into a living room with a table for eating at one end of it, two bedrooms and a kitchen. From the kitchen now came the sounds of Emma moving about and the good aromas of food.


Arthur led him to a tall cabinet, opened the upper of its two doors, and from a shelf produced a dark bottle and a couple of small glasses. He filled the glasses three-quarters full and handed one to Bart.


“Well, here’s luck to both of us,” he said and tossed his drink down. Bart followed his example. It was a western-made corn whisky, not so raw as trade liquor, but not much of an improvement over what was sold across the counters of most stores like this—though Bart had seen none downstairs.


The whisky seemed to have given Arthur the gift of reading thoughts.


“I don’t sell alcohol,” he said. “Only causes trouble in a place like this. But for our own use … another?”


“Thanks,” said Bart.


Arthur refilled the glasses.


This time, Arthur sipped more slowly at his glass, but not very much so. Bart followed his example. Even so, it was only a couple of minutes before Arthur was pouring them a third drink, without even asking Bart if he wanted to be refilled.


“… You were asking if anyone around here had a horse for sale,” Arthur said, picking up the conversation where it had been interrupted by his pouring. “What’s wrong with that pony of yours?”


Bart thought it best not to mention the matter of his weight.


“I’d like to carry more gear and supplies,” he said. “I’m headed into the mountains, and if I have to end up wintering up there, I’ll need more than I’ve got now. More blankets, more clothes and flour. More ammunition …”


“Well, anyway, there’s no horses available around here. You know these—” Arthur checked. He had clearly been about to say “these métis,” but the alcohol had not had a chance to work enough in him to give him the courage for it. “—these people. They go just about every place on foot. What horses there are, the ones who own them won’t want to part with—”


He broke off to turn his head toward the doorless entrance to the kitchen where Emma was audible but invisible around a corner.


“—Isn’t that right, Emma?”


He had shouted the last line. Emma called back.


“Isn’t what right, Arthur?”


“There’re no horses for sale around here!”


“No, I don’t think so. The pack-train handler may have an extra one he’d let go.”


“Don’t believe her,” said Arthur, dropping his voice and turning back to Bart. “That pack-train may lose horses along the way. Any spares the train-handler’s bringing along he’ll want to keep. No, I’m afraid you’re out of luck.”


He poured himself another drink and moved the neck of the bottle into position over Bart’s glass. But Bart already had it covered with one square, thick hand.


“All for you, is that it?” said Arthur. This time the alcohol put a noticeable jeer in his voice.


“Enough for now, anyway,” said Bart.


It was a question, he thought, why Arthur should be forcing whisky on the two of them like this. If Arthur had turned into a drunk since he had last seen him—but there had been no sign of that in the man Bart had first seen on the porch. On the other hand, Arthur could hardly be expecting to outthink Bart, who clearly outweighed the Scotsman by a considerable amount.


Actually, Bart could have drunk half the bottle before dinner without losing his own manners; but it seemed to him that by refusing to drink himself, he might put a period to Arthur’s drinking.


In fact, that was what happened. Arthur defiantly finished his fourth glass of whisky but made no further efforts to refill his glass. That at least, thought Bart, made it clear that the store owner had not become, like so many on the western frontier, a slave to the bottle when it was available.


Some ten minutes later, Emma called them both to the table, which was now set with plates, silverware and filled dishes.


“You killed a chicken!” said Arthur as soon as he had finished saying grace after they had taken their seats at the table.


“It’s an occasion,” said Emma calmly.


Chickens were a delicacy out here. It was not that they could not find their own food once snow was off the ground, but that they had to be protected against hawks from the sky and four-footed marauders on the ground—to say nothing of humans unlikely or unable to raise their own fowl. Then in the icy, below-zero winters the birds had to be housed indoors and their quarters cleaned and cared for.


But the tone in Arthur’s now noticeably alcohol-tuned voice seemed not so much to be objecting to the slaughter of one of the prized birds as to the guest for whom it had been slaughtered.


“Will you pass the gravy, Bart?” said Emma, handing on the plate of chicken parts herself. “And you, Arthur, hand me the biscuits, if you will.”


The bowls of food were passed from hand to hand above the circle of the tabletop. In her quiet way, Emma was a good cook; and the chicken, gravy and potatoes, to say nothing of the young spring asparagus, added up to a meal such as Bart had not had in a long time. Afterward, Arthur went to sit in one of the living room chairs while Bart helped Emma clear the table. But once the dishes were in the kitchen, she merely rinsed and stacked them.


“I can wash up later,” she said, drying her hands on a small towel. “Right now, while there’s still some twilight left, you and I are going for a walk, Bart.”


“Fine!” he said.


They went out through the living room.


“We’re going for a turn up and down the street, Arthur,” said Emma as they passed him.


He sat up in his chair.


“You’re going out walking—”


“Just sit there and digest your dinner, Arthur,” said Emma. “I’ll do the dishes later. And you’d better bring the accounts up to date with the worth of those furs we sorted and baled today.”


“I’ll do it,” said Arthur. He all but scowled at Bart. Otherwise, he made no more objection to his sister going walking in public with a man.


They went down the stairs, out of the building and into what passed for the settlement’s main street. It was trodden free of grass and other growing things, but it was late enough in the spring that the ground was no longer muddy—and yet early enough that the little evening breeze was not able to raise clouds of dust. They strolled down between the double row of structures.


The store building had been made of peeled logs; but most of these others were constructed of logs with the bark still on them. The shagginess this gave their appearance seemed to make them part of the ground on which they sat—ground which ran clear and free from the river and the valley wall on the far side to the more gentle slope that was the valley wall on this side, down which Bart had come.


“Arthur said at dinner you were hunting for your relatives and you thought they were off somewhere in the Rockies,” she said.


“That’s right,” Bart answered. “Father only mentioned them once. I don’t even know their names. But I got the clear idea they lived at some place in the mountains. Any place in there is bound to be small enough so that if I mention the name Dybig, and I’ve got relatives around, someone should be able to tell me.”


“After you find them, what’ll you do? Stay?” she asked. “Or will you be coming back this way?”


“I’d be coming back this way in any case,” said Bart, looking down at her. “Emma, I’ve never forgotten you, you know. I used to think of you, no matter where I was.”


“I thought of you, too, Bart,” she said—and his heart jumped; but she went on in the same soft voice, looking straight ahead of her, “but Arthur needs someone to look after him. Now that both Mother and Father are gone, there’s no one but me to do it.”


The message was clear enough; but Bart’s feelings were so strong they broke out into words in spite of himself.


“There’s no one to take care of me, either,” he said.


“You’re a great deal more capable than Arthur, Bart.” She looked up at him. “And I’ve an obligation by blood to care for my brother.”


“But not to throw your life away on him!”


“God will decide whether I throw my life away or not,” Emma said. She put her small hand on the sleeve over his massive right forearm. “Dear Bart, you know how I’d feel if I was free to feel any way I wanted. But a person’s duty comes first, before anything. Didn’t you follow Louis Riel down into exile in the United States because of duty to your own father?”


“He wanted me to,” growled Bart.


“And my father would have wanted me to be a help and aid to Arthur as long as I was needed,” she said. “I’ll tell you what you do, Bait Go find your relatives. Maybe when you come back things’ll have changed and I’ll be more free. Then we can get married—that is, if you still want me.”


“It’ll be a cold day in—on the face of the sun when I don’t!” he growled.


She ignored his near slip into profanity.


“It’s too bad our fathers, yours and mine,” she said thoughtfully, “won’t be around to see it.”


Bart checked himself from saying what he badly wanted to say—that his father, in spite of his short stature and spiderous ugliness, had been a brilliant, responsible man with a strong sense of independence and what was right. While Emma’s father had been another Arthur, if more religious about it; a selfish, narrow-minded and bigoted man who had leaned all his weight on his wife while she lived, and on Emma after his wife’s death—for all that Emma at that time had been only thirteen years old.


Emma, he knew, had not seen her father that way. In fact, Emma found good in everyone, whether it was there or not, he told himself grimly. Which was perhaps a noble thing to do but led to situations like this one, which was unfair to her and hard on Bart.


He remembered a woman visitor to Sainte Anne, where they had all lived when both he and Emma had been young, asking Emma if her family were Quakers.


“Oh, no!” Emma had answered, shocked, for her father and mother had been strict Presbyterians; and at that age neither Emma nor Bart, who had been with her at the moment of the visitor’s question, had had any real notion of what a Quaker was. They only knew that it was something religious other than Emma’s Protestantism, and Bart’s father’s absent-minded observance of Roman Catholic rites.


It had not been until he went down into the States that Bart had encountered some actual members of the Society of Friends—those nicknamed Quakers—and for the first time understood how Emma could have been taken for someone brought up in their forms of religion. In all his life he had never seen Emma angry at anyone or without an excuse for anyone else, no matter what he or she had done. Her own life of automatically doing for others, she seemed to believe, was nothing unusual or remarkable.


“Her goodness is built into her bones,” Bart’s father had said in one of his rare moments of paying anything much more than passing attention to the people they lived among.


It was true. Emma did not think of herself as good, or kind or dutiful. Whatever she did, from putting in long hours at their store in Sainte Anne, or doing all the housework by herself after her mother’s death, was simply what she assumed anyone else would do in her position; unless something beyond their power prevented them.


And one result from that was that it had always been a waste of time for Bart to argue that she owed something to herself.





chapter
two



THEY HAD REACHED the end of the short street of buildings. There was a small graveyard with seven wooden crosses, of varying ages and sizes, standing in it, beyond the last house on the right side; but that hardly counted as part of the living settlement. They turned about and began walking back toward the store.


So far no one had come out of any of the houses to look at them. This was, of course, still the dinner hour, since Emma, Bart and Arthur had eaten, if anything, a little early. But no one had emerged to meet the stranger, which was peculiar in a little out-of-the-way place like this where strangers must come seldom. A couple of faces had looked out the tiny windows which were the most in the way of a view on the world the buildings owned; but they had been the faces of children.


There was, it occurred to Bart, the unpalatable possibility that Arthur and Emma—or more likely just Arthur alone—were disliked enough in the settlement so that no one wanted to have anything to do with a friend of theirs. The possibility reminded him of another, disquieting question. Bart would have preferred not to ask Emma about it; but since he was headed into strange territory from which he might not come back, he wanted to know how she was placed with these same neighbors who surrounded her.


“Emma,” he said; and the word seemed to come out suddenly, so that she looked up at him at once. For, after his giving up on any hope of getting her to consider leaving Arthur, they had been walking side by side in silence.


“Emma,” he said again, more quietly, “there were rumors when we went down to Montana that Arthur had become involved with the Scottites. I told people it made no sense. But … he wasn’t, was he? I mean he didn’t get himself into anything that would give people reason to jump to that conclusion about him?”


“Arthur?” Emma laughed. “A storekeeper has to keep the goodwill of his customers unless he wants to lose them, you know that, Bart. Most of our customers thought the world of Louis Riel.”


“Are you sure he couldn’t have done something without you knowing it that could have got such a rumor started?” Bart said. “It could be dangerous if he had, and neither of you’d realized it. You know how the métis still feel about Thomas Scott.”


“Of course I know,” she said.


And of course she did, as everyone did.


In 1867, the Canadian Federation had been formed, and soon thereafter it began to look as if the Hudson’s Bay Company, which had title to almost all the land between Ontario and the Pacific coast, would turn over its holding to the new nation.


The métis community in the area of the Red River Valley—which was to be the center of Louis Riel’s power base—generally had little desire to be Canadian. But a vocal minority that was pro-Canadian soon made itself heard, particularly among the non-métis elements of the population; and their presence caused a friction that soon led to an uprising.


Into this turbulent situation had walked Louis Riel. He was a métis and a lawyer from Montreal with radical leanings. He had returned to St. Boniface, near Winnipeg, after receiving a letter from Bart’s father, who did not visibly involve himself in politics, but who kept his eye on all that was going on around him. Not even Bart understood exactly what his father’s position was, and where the older man’s interest lay. Lionel Dybig was considered by most, who did not know of the strength in his small body, to be essentially an invalid incapable of ordinary work—but one who did not need to do so, since he was well enough off financially to live without working. A smart but harmless bookworm, was the general consensus of people regarding him. A few other, brighter-than-average people who knew him, like Louis Riel, knew better.


Riel was a racial patriot, proud of both his French and Indian ancestry. He also believed in nonviolence, and had been proud of the fact that he had been able to bring the métis of the Red River Valley under his leadership without any violence.


Some of the people in that territory did not agree either with him or his policies; and in the self-defense of a peaceful community, he was forced to jail them. Mostly, these were the open advocates of violence among the so-called “Canadian Party,” and one of them was the man named Thomas Scott.


The majority of me métis were French and Roman Catholic. Scott was a Protestant Irishman and a thoroughgoing bigot, originally from Ontario; and he was one of the jailed group that later escaped and tried to create a countermovement among the local people. Scott himself tried to assassinate Louis Riel.


He was recaptured and once more imprisoned, but continued from his cell to try to fight for his way of doing things. The trouble he created was dangerous enough so that Riel’s party brought him to trial for his crimes. He was found guilty and executed.


The execution aroused violent feelings in eastern Canada. A military expedition was sent out, and it put down Riel’s party. Riel himself, and Lionel Dybig with him, decided to go into exile in the United States. And because his father was going, Bart went over the border into Dakota, and then to Montana. Bart stayed in the U.S. until his father’s death emphasized his sense of difference from those around him; then his loneliness drove him back to Canada, to try to find the relatives in the western mountains he had heard his father refer to on that one occasion. Surely, he thought, he had someone he belonged to.


He knew that meanwhile, back up in Canada, a group of followers of the dead Thomas Scott had banded together, calling themselves Scottites; and apparently still dreamed of an armed control of the Canadian government, so as to run it their way. They were generally despised among the métis, but they survived. If Arthur had had his name associated with them, even by purely casual rumor, the eventual result could mean trouble for him—and for Emma.


“I’ll be truthful Bart,” said Emma now, “Arthur does things he doesn’t tell me about. But as I say, the store is our living. I can’t believe he’d be foolish enough to get mixed up with the Scottites. If there was any rumor like that, one of them would have told me about it, and no one has.”


“Good, then,” said Bart, relieved.


They were almost back at the store. In part, the quickness of their return was caused by the shortness of the street itself; but it was also partly due to the silence between them that had followed Bart’s words—a companionable silence, however.


It was strange, thought Bart, that after so long a time apart, they should need to talk so little, and be so comfortable without words needing to be spoken. No, he corrected himself, it was not strange at all. It was because they knew and understood each other so well. For the first time, the small coal of a dangerous anger kindled itself deep inside him. Why should Arthur be allowed to stand in the way of their being together, as surely all Emma’s instincts must tell her they should be?


But to that, there was no good answer; and as long as Emma refused to change the situation, Bart himself was helpless. Abruptly now, he felt baffled. When the rebellion had been quashed and they had left Canada, Emma’s family had already left Sainte Anne, following the death of their only surviving parent—their father—eight months before. When Bart had followed Riel into exile, therefore, he was leaving a place where he felt he had no close ties to anyone; and he had given up hope of ever seeing Emma again. Now, this sudden rediscovery of her and the sudden rekindling of the hope that perhaps he might have her with him for the rest of his life, after all, had left him no longer sure that he wanted to continue searching for his lost relatives—or anything else except staying here and somehow forcing her to free herself of Arthur.


However, to do that would be to force Emma against the grain of her conscience—and that he could not do.


As if she had been able to read his thoughts, she suddenly took his hand in hers now as they walked—a shocking thing for a single woman to do in public in a small community of this time and place; but then Emma had always been a law unto herself. On the other hand, thought Bart, if there was anyone anywhere around that wanted to make some objection to what she had just done—Bart felt the sullen coal within him flicker with the first brightness of flame, and the heavy muscles across his stomach tightened. He looked deliberately up and down the street into the windows of the houses there, but there was no one to be seen looking out at them now, not even children.


“Bart,” Emma said; and he thought he had never heard anything more soft and gentle than her voice when she lowered it as she did now to speak to him privately. “You know if it wasn’t for Arthur I’d follow you anywhere. Have faith, dear. God is always on the side of those who do right; and what’s right is for me to stay and help Arthur while you go search for your people. I’ll wait and hope, Bart. Can’t you do the same?”


His hand closed around her much smaller one.


“If that’s what it takes,” he said. “I’ll wait—”


He broke off, for Arthur had just walked into sight around the farther front corner of the store. He was towing by a halter a heavy-headed, long-eared beast.


“Look what I got you, Bart!” he called triumphantly. “You needed a horse. Well, here’s something better than a horse; especially up in the mountains where a horse might panic and go off the side of a cliff with you on him. A mule’s got too much sense for that; and here’s a mule for you.”


Bart and Emma had come together with him by the time he had finished speaking, and they all stood together in front of the store.


“Not that it’s for sale,” Arthur went on.


Either the drinks he had had before dinner were still working in him, or he had had a few more. His gestures were a little loose and his face was flushed, his voice uncontrolled. He laughed now, and the laugh was louder than was called for by the situation. “It needs returning to the man who owns it; but you can use it along the way, since he’s where you want to go, anyway. I’ve got a map, too. I’ll show you.”


“Arthur, what is all this?” demanded Emma. She had let go of Bart’s hand at the appearance of her brother.


“Bart here wanted a bigger horse so he could pack more gear and supplies,” said Arthur to her. “Well, this is a mule that Guillaume Barre’s cousin borrowed from a man named Charles Waite, up at Shunthead; and that’s where you want to go from here, anyway. That’s the place where it’s most likely somebody might know where your relatives are.”


He passed the rope from the mule’s halter into Bart’s hand.


“You can peg him out back overnight and decide how you want to use him in the morning. Probably want to ride your horse until you hit the steep mountains; and until then, of course, there’s no better pack animal than a mule. After you peg him out, come on upstairs and I’ll give you the map Guillaume drew me.”


The twilight had been fading steadily. But there was enough light left for Bart to see that Arthur had found him a good, healthy animal of generous size.


“I’ll do that,” he said, and started leading the mule around the back of the store. “Thanks, Arthur.”


“Think nothing of it,” said Arthur, and laughed again a little too loudly. As he went around the corner of the store, Bart heard Emma behind him, speaking to her brother.


“Shunthead?” she was saying. “I never heard of it.”


“Why should you,” said her brother, “you’re only a woman!”


The daylight was almost gone. Bart found a sledgehammer in the store and a decent piece of wood out back for a stake and drove it into the ground too far for the mule to jerk it out. Then he ran his hands completely over the animal’s body; and, as far as eyes and touch could tell him, there were no galls or sores and the mule was in fine condition.


He went back into the store to put the sledgehammer back where he had found it, and found himself wondering at Arthur’s efforts to help him out. Of course, Arthur would want to see him gone as soon as possible. The whole world might trust Emma to keep her word and stay with her brother; but that brother had no faith in himself and therefore little faith in others.


By the time Bart got back upstairs Arthur had gone to bed and the snoring of someone heavy with drink could be heard coming from the larger, front bedroom. A map drawn in ink on the back of a public notice sign lay on the kitchen table. Bart looked at it and put it in a breast pocket of the shirt inside his jacket. He looked toward the sound from the front bedroom.


“Does he do this often?” Bart asked Emma, who was finishing up the washing of the dishes.


“Almost never.” She frowned. “He gets terrible hangovers if he drinks at all; and he usually stays clear of it.”


“Is this Guillaume Barre a drinker?” Bart asked. “If he is, he could have led Arthur into it, tonight. We had a couple of drinks before dinner, but the food should have taken care of that.”


Emma shook her head.


“I don’t really know Guillaume Barre,” she said. “He came in with a load of prime pelts only a few weeks ago, and he’s been around ever since, though he’s gone days, hunting I guess. I suppose he drinks. Most trappers drink themselves insensible whenever they come out of the woods and get their hands on a bottle. In fact, they buy their needs for next winter, drink until the money left over runs out, and that’s the last we see of them until next year. He’s staying with the Pinaud family—that’s two houses down on the right.”


“I think I might drop down there,” mused Bart. “Barre could tell me a little more about this Shunthead place and the way to it; and I could thank him for letting me take the mule back.”


He stood next to her at the sink, hesitating.


“Unless,” he said tentatively, “you’ve got some time to just sit and talk …”


She turned to face him.


“No, Bart,” she said, “I’m going to bed now; and so should you, as soon as possible. We both have to get up early if we’re going to get in a good day.”


“Yes,” he said emptily. The urge to put his arms around her was almost overpowering, but his early upbringing and hers, as well as her attitude, made an invisible wall around her. “Then … I’ll see you in the morning.”


“In the morning, Bart dear,” she said.


He turned and left her, going down the stairs out of the door and into the settlement street. He found the house she had spoken of, but its windows were dark. In itself, this was not surprising. Most people out here went to bed right after dinner and rose with the dawn or before it; and most of the other houses along the street were also already dark.


Bart knocked on the door anyway, and when there was no answer, opened the door which custom would naturally have left unlocked, and stepped into the darkness within.


There was no light within the house whatsoever, not even that from the coals of a fire in a fireplace just used for cooking or banked against the owner’s return. Bart searched in one capacious side pocket of his long leather jacket until he found a wooden match, struck its head with his thumbnail as he held it up in his right hand, and looked around in its sudden, yellow light as the head burst into flame.


It was an ordinary cabin, untidy and dirty as such a cabin could be when its occupant had no interest in keeping it clean. There were a couple of stools, a table, a fireplace with nothing but some cold burnt ends of logs and white ash in it, and a bunk against one wall beyond the fireplace, with the blankets half out of it and spilled on to the floor. No one had been here for hours, nor was there any sign that anyone was likely to return here soon.


The match burned dangerously low toward the skin of the fingers with which Bart was holding it. He shook it out, turned to the door and went out again, back to the store.


Inside, in the back mom there, he found a parafin lamp burning on a flour barrel, beside a bunk fastened to a wall by the foot of the stairs. Blankets that had been washed and aired recently had been neatly spread on it to make up a bed. Bart smiled, for Emma’s hand was as visible here as if he had seen her making the bed ready herself.


He glanced up the stairs, but everything was quiet and dark above. He shrugged, took off his outer clothes and went to bed—but from old habit he put his revolver and knife under the flour-sack pillow.


He woke instantly to the sound of movement overhead but, realizing he had roused at the first noise, lay still and waited while Emma—it must be Emma—completed her getting up and walked into the kitchen area. His senses told him that while it was not yet dawn, sunrise could not be far off. Probably the dark sky was lightening a bit in the east, but he of course could not see that from here in the back room. He continued to wait while Emma moved about the kitchen for fifteen minutes or so, then rose silently and dressed, putting his knife and pistol back in place at his belt.


Then he went upstairs.


“Arthur?” he asked, to Emma’s back as she stood at the stove, frying what his nose told him was bacon.


“Arthur’ll sleep late today,” she said. “He’ll feel too bad to get up until long after you’ve gone, Bart.”


She turned to face him, and smiled at him. He smiled back, happily.


“Emma,” he said, “I love you.”


Abruptly, her face became serious.


“You mustn’t say such things,” she said, “not until I’m free to hear them.”


But then she smiled again.


“I think of you always,” she said softly. “Now, sit down and have your breakfast.”


She gave him the oatmeal they had both grown up on, with brown sugar syrup to pour on it, half a dozen eggs and possibly half a pound of bacon along with the better part of a loaf of bread and currant preserves, all washed down with freshly made black coffee in large amounts.


“I haven’t eaten food this good in years,” he told her.


She beamed at the compliment.


“Would you like some more bacon and eggs?” she asked.


He shook his head. She would be familiar with the need of travelers to load up at the beginning of the day, not knowing when their next real meal would be or what shape it might take; but she could not know the size of his adult appetite. He could have eaten another meal like the one she had just given him, and not been overfull; but there was no need for her to know that now, and it was another of the differences he was a bit shy about; but he had already eaten better than he had for a very long time.


“I’ve had breakfast,” he said, “and I’ve got to start loading up ready to leave. Can I buy some things from the store downstairs?”


“Of course.”


She led him down into the front room. He picked out some sacks of flour, bacon, salt, matches, dried beans, extra tarps, blankets and a rain slicker; most of the homely necessities needed by a man alone in the wilderness—as well as a few little luxuries such as crackers and tinned peaches and sardines. From one of the match boxes he took a small handful of matches and put them in the side pocket of his jacket.


“I always keep some there for emergencies,” he told her.


“Emergencies?” she asked him. “You’ve got flint and steel, of course?”


“Of course,” he said. “But sometimes a match is handier.”


He paid her in American silver. She pushed the coins back across the counter at him.


“You don’t have to do that,” she said. “We can carry you on the books the way we’d carry any trapper, until next spring—or forever, if it comes to that. There’s always those who don’t come back the following spring.”


“I’ll be back,” he told her, pushing the money once more to her, “and besides I’ve got plenty of cash from working below the border.”


She picked up the coins.


“I’ll put you on the books anyway,” she said, “and keep this for you. If you ever need it, all you have to do is ask me for it.”


“All right,” he said. “If that’s how you want it.”


They went back upstairs, and she handed him a bag filled with lumpy objects, its opening closed with a drawstring, then further sealed with wax.


“I made you some hardcakes,” she said. “Be sure you remelt the wax to seal it again after you’ve taken one out, or seal it again with something like pine resin. The cakes are loaded with dried blueberries and sweetening, and the flies will want to get to them, given half a chance.”


Hardcakes were small, fried cakes in which cornmeal, or anything else available, essentially held together the greatest possible mixture of fat and sugar; the fat usually being animal fat and the sugar, out here, being anything from ordinary sugar to the dried blueberries she had mentioned, raisins or anything sweet. The hardcakes were treats. They also were a food that could be eaten without cooking, and were a source of quick energy for someone lacking the time or opportunity to stop and build a fire for a proper meal.


“You think of everything,” he said, taking the bag from her. “How can I thank you for things like this?”


“You know I love doing it,” she said.


He carried the sack of hardcakes, along with most of the items he had selected in the store below, out back to the mule. He would have carried the whole load himself if his arms had been long enough. As it was, Emma brought the smaller and lighter items behind him. It was a fresh, cool, bright morning, a little damp from a brief rainshower probably just before he had awakened; and the peaks of the mountains stood up on the western horizon. The mule took uncomplainingly to being packed with not only the things he had bought from the store, but some of the extras he had been packing on the pony. The horse would now find its load lightened by that much, at least.


“Well,” he said finally, turning to Emma. The sun was just up over the far wall of the valley opposite the direction he must go, according to the map Arthur had left for him. “Goodbye for a little while, Emma.”


She held out both hands to him. He took them … so small they were … in his own two hands. Again the urge was all but overpowering to put his arms around her, to kiss her—but he could feel that she did not want him to do more than hold her hands, for the moment.


“For as long as it takes, Bart,” she said.


Her eyes were very clear blue, looking up at him. He could hardly believe that she could look so lovingly at what he knew she must be seeing, the brows and cheekbones large and prominent under the densely black hair, tight-curled against his large skull. The beard, full and dark and thick, hiding a jaw as fiercely prominent as the cheekbones and forehead; hair and beard together framing eyes of a glinting, dark brown. A face to make people stand aside from it, not love its owner as she plainly loved him; for all that she would not give up her duty to Arthur and go away with him.


But then, Emma had always seen more in people than others saw. His father, in particular, had given her credit for having unusual perception and intelligence; and when his father gave that sort of compliment …


But none of it mattered now. It was time for him to go. He made himself let loose her hands, and they dropped to her sides like slain birds.


“I’ll be back,” he said again; and swung himself up over the pony, which he had saddled some minutes earlier.


Emma handed up the end of the rope fastened to the mule’s halter, and he took it.


“Here.”


“Thanks. Goodbye, Emma. I’ll be back.”


“I know you will.”


He shook up the reins of his pony and rode off. The mule followed after without protest.





chapter
three



IT WAS NOT until he rode out into the settlement street that the feeling of uneasiness struck him. From where he was he could see, only a little way farther beyond the houses and the tiny graveyard, the valley slope down which he had approached Mossby. That slope continued a short distance past the town to the edge of the river; and it ran alongside the river, rising to the place where the river first came into sight between two hills.


When he had come, no one had been expecting him. But the slope before him was wooded. The way he must go, up alongside the river, he was open and exposed to any rifleman who now might be hidden in the trees that covered most of the ground to the far wall of the small valley. There was absolutely no reason to expect such a rifleman, but he had a sudden, inexplicable feeling inside him that someone was up there. He turned to look behind him and saw that Emma had followed him out of the yard behind the store, still smiling.


She continued to follow him as he rode past the buildings and the graveyard, out into the open land. By the last house she halted, and stood watching him as he went. And the apprehension lifted. Just as he had felt the reasonless certainly that a gun was waiting, aimed at him from the trees on the crest of the valley rise, perhaps beyond the river, he also was suddenly certain that it would not fire as long as Emma was standing there, watching.


She watched him out of sight and no gun sounded.


Nearly a mile from the settlement, the trees on the left bank of the river, up which he rode, closed in on the water; and the underbrush between them was too thick for riding. He turned and swam the river with both animals, emerging on the tree-crowned bank of the far side. But as he passed into the trees, he passed beyond the point where he could see back to the settlement—or Emma, watching there, could see him.


The uneasy feeling he had had was gone. After all, he thought, even if there had been someone there with a rifle, that person might have had nothing against him specifically, might not even have known who he was, but been on guard against a possible enemy who had nothing to do with Bart. There were many men on the frontier who had reason to be wary of strangers.


He rode on, alone but cheerfully now that the feeling was gone.


The map he was following was simple and straightforward enough. Like most maps in this country that had been opened to Europeans by the fur traders, whoever had drawn it originally had thought in terms of canoe routes; and so the paper Bart had been given had shown a route following a sequence of three rivers, with the first important one—not the one he was on now—eventually flowing into the second, and a route over land where he would leave the second river to take the third, on the western watershed of the Rockies.


It was easy enough going; and the mule gave him no trouble. However, on the afternoon of the sixth day after leaving Mossby, the uneasiness that had touched him as he rode away from Emma came back on him. Only now, it was the feeling of someone deliberately stalking him. He continued to travel just as he had been doing, but he kept eyes, ears and nose alert for any sign that could back up the feeling.


However, there was nothing. And yet the feeling, instead of going away, persisted and even grew until it was strong within him as he camped for the night.


Here, where the end of day had caught him, the second of his three rivers ran narrow and deep between vertical cliffs of eighty to a hundred feet. So the camp he made was on a shadowed, mossy ledge among thick but stunted spruce and pine; and the roar of the river below hid any sound he might hear of someone approaching. And once the sun was gone he was effectively blind as well as deaf.


He did not like camping under these conditions, but the end of the daylight left him no choice. He unloaded the pony and mule and tied them out among the trees only a couple of dozen feet from his fire. Then he set about preparing some of his bacon with an amount of the dried beans he had had soaking in a closed flask, tied to his saddle throughout the day.


The beans took longer than the bacon to cook, even with the day’s soaking, so that it was deep dark and no moon visible because of thick cloud cover by the time the food was ready to eat. He had made an amount that suited his large appetite, and he stuffed himself with everything he had cooked, leaving nothing; for he had decided to get out of here at the first glimmer of daylight, without waiting to make any kind of breakfast.


Meanwhile, both the pony and the mule had been quiet, which gave him a certain amount of reassurance. He let the fire burn down to coals against the boulder before which he had deliberately built it; and, warmed by the reflected heat from the fire-warmed stone, rolled himself in his blankets and let himself go off to sleep.


He woke suddenly, at once fully awake and alert. The cloud cover had thinned, and a small pale moon could be glimpsed through thin parts of it at stray moments, high overhead. It must be well past midnight, he thought; and he closed his hands, one around the rifle he had taken to bed with him, the other on the butt of his revolver.


He lay still. The feeling of an inimical presence nearby was as strong as a rank smell in his nostrils. But as he continued to lie still, waiting, no betraying sound or odor came to him to help him identify it, or tell where about him it might be.


There was an uneasy stir from one of his animals. He glanced in their direction, wishing the moon would come full out; or that he dared to give away the fact he was no longer sleeping by putting some more wood on the fire, so that he could see better. The pony moved; he heard though he could not see it. It was completely hidden in darkness; but he could just make out the head of the mule, who had not moved but stood now, stock-still but head-on to a niche between two huge boulders, with its rear hooves facing outward and its ears upright and listening.


Plainly, both beasts were feeling what he was feeling. Perhaps, with their animal hearing, they had heard what he had not. The mule, at least, had moved into a position of defense—anything coming at it would face those lashing rear hooves. The pony, less intelligent, was the likely target if what was out there in the dark was animal, rather than human.


If it was human, the chances were that he was the target.


It was strange, as strange as his fear of a hidden rifleman among the trees when he had left Mossby. The price on his head was enough to attract a casual bounty hunter who just happened to cross Bart’s path. But it was not enough to make it worth anyone’s time to trail him for it. Particularly since any such person must know that Bart would not be an easy man to take or kill; so that trying to collect the bounty could be a dangerous business. And Bart’s habit of avoiding closeness with people generally had kept him from making personal enemies—at least the sort of enemies that might take the trouble to hunt him down.


The minutes slipped by without a sign or a sound. Still, Bart waited. The pony neighed, suddenly, a frightened sound.


Moving abruptly, Bart reached out from his blankets, snatched up a handful of small twigs and threw them on the red coals of the fire. They did not catch for a moment, but the coals, disturbed, brightened; and a small flame licked up from one blackened bit of log. In that extra light, Bart caught a glimpse of the pony; and, on top of a boulder six feet above it, a pair of glowing eyes.


Cougar.


He was out of the blanket, on his feet and firing the rifle even as the eyes sailed through the air toward the pony. The crash of the rifle, the kick of its butt against his shoulder combined with the thud of a body falling almost at his feet. The twigs had caught, now, and flame was rising from them, illuminating the two equines and the camp area clearly.


The cougar lay still, stretched out and dead on the stony ground a long step from Bart’s feet. The rifle bullet had gone through its throat and head as it leaped. Bart lowered the rifle. A cougar. The only predator other than a grizzly or a hungry wolf that would be likely to try taking a prey as large as the pony in single attack; and often a night hunter. He should have guessed that it might be a cougar that had been shadowing them all day, hoping for a chance at one of his animals.


A flicker of movement seen out of the corner of his right eye made him duck instinctively; and a heavy blow sent him tumbling to the ground, losing his grip on the rifle. Even as he went down, a thought flashed through his mind.


There had not been one cougar but two, a mated pair, perhaps, hunting together. It was rare but it happened. He scrabbled at his belt holster for the revolver, found it fallen away, too, and reached instead for his knife. At the same time he was rolling over on his back and drawing his knees up tight against his body to protect his stomach and chest.


He had a glimpse in the dim firelight of a gray body leaping at him—from the direction of his legs. He had his hand on the hilt of his knife now, but no time to get it out, and the angle of the beast’s attack made the knife awkward to use. He lashed out with both feet and all the heavy power of his massive thigh muscles behind the movement.


His heels slammed into the leaping body in midair. The big cat glanced off to one side and upward; then, dropped—over the edge of the cliff to the riverbed a hundred feet below, with a yowl of surprise and alarm that fell away into silence below. For a moment Bart lay where he was, catching his breath.


There were no more enemies to fear now; and the instinctive feeling in him was now gone. For more than two cougars to hunt together was unheard of.


The pony was neighing shrilly and pulling wildly at its neckrope. The mule still stood in a position of defense and turned itself slightly to put its rear hooves toward Bart as Bart got to his feet and shakily went about collecting his dropped rifle and revolver. The mule’s eyes continued to be rolled back, watching him, ready to act if he came within kicking range.


Bart stayed well clear and the pony began to calm down. He sat down by the fire and threw several more, larger, branches on it. Then he got back up and walked over to where his saddlebags lay, with the saddle on the other side of his fire. From the left boot he removed a pint bottle of whisky and took a couple of swallows. He recorked the bottle tightly, then put it back into the small nest of hay that protected it against accidental blows and breakage.


The fire was blazing strongly now. He got out his coffee pot, which he had cleaned and packed away before going to sleep, in preparation for his planned early start in the morning. He threw a handful of new coffee grounds into it and added water from his canteen and put it on the coals. He sat there, watching the flames of the fire as the pot came to the boil, feeling the alcohol inside him gradually beginning to make its calming effect felt.


Then he sat, drinking, and as the level of the coffee in the pot slowly dropped, he began to notice a lightening of the sky. They were closer to dawn, then, than he had thought. He finished the coffee and set about getting the pony saddled and the load on the mule. By the time they were ready it was almost light enough to travel. He had another half cup of coffee, carefully put out the fire and left.


The rest of the trip was uneventful, and he was not visited again by the feeling of being watched or pursued. He came at last to the portage across to the third river. Like most portages, it was passable enough for human animals on two legs, even those loaded down with more than a hundred pounds of canoe gear or supplies, but impassable to four-legged beasts like the two with him. He had to cut a way through for the horse and mule, including the chopping through and clearing of two good-sized trees, over which the human portagers would merely have clambered, before he could bring them all safely to the third river.


The portage came out at the point where the third river joined a fourth that was not on his map and that was navigable downstream by canoe. The third river itself was not. It was a racehorse of water from the high mountains, forty yards wide and not much more than a yard deep, foaming around boulders of all sizes and stampeding downhill at twenty to thirty miles an hour. He began to pick his way up along one side of it, riding around obstacles when these intervened on the bankside. The far bank looked like it would be easier going; but to try to cross the river, alone or with the horses, would have been suicide.
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