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  Thad Eburne rode slowly down a trail through the forest of Buckskin Mountain. It led from his lonely cabin to one of the ranger stations called V. T. Park. He had blazed and trodden it himself—a winding trail, made to dodge the automobile roads that during recent years had extended too far, he thought, into the wilderness of his beloved deer sanctuary. He loved the great herd of deer on Buckskin, and though he did not hate civilization, he feared its encroachment into what should always have been kept virgin forest.




  Afternoon was far advanced, and the warmth of the early summer day was fading. Shafts of golden sunlight slanted down through the giant pines and spruces of the open forest. Big blue grouse flew up from the thickets along the trail and sped away in noisy flight; and every open glade showed at least one of the squirrels peculiar to that forest plateau. They were black as coal, had tufted ears and huge furry white tails.




  Eburne paid more attention to these than to the deer that he encountered everywhere along the trail. It hurt him to look at them because of late he was always taking stock of their leanness or counting their ribs. For the deer of Buckskin Forest were starving and that was the deer stalker’s great concern.




  In a way, Thad Eburne had sacrified himself to the cause of forest conservation. True, he had first sought the ranger life to regain rugged health, but having achieved it years ago, he had not returned to the home and advantages he had left back in New England. A life in the open had always been his dream, and the West had claimed him. He was past thirty now. His ambition had been to work himself up in the service to the point where he could travel from one national forest preserve to another, fostering his ideals of conservation. But that long since had become only a dream. His very love of the wild animals, his antagonism to the killing of even wolves and wildcats, and especially cougars, had incurred the enmity of men above him in the service. Besides that he had fought the building of roads and the overtures of lumbering and mining men who would have exploited the beautiful preserve for their greedy ends. There were cattlemen, too, who hated Eburne for sternly holding them to their prescribed grazing permits. Graft had not worked with this ranger, and men of little brief authority found him a hard nut to crack. Wherefore he had remained merely a ranger, and had been advised that even his present situation was none too secure.




  Thad had not worried himself by dwelling upon this implied threat; still, as he rode down the trail, on his return to V. T. Park, where he knew he must encounter one or more of his enemies and deliver reports that he knew would be disliked, his thoughts were far from pleasant.




  Next to the great herd of deer, he loved this vast plateau, upon the level summit of which Buckskin Forest stretched its dark growth of virgin conifers. He felt that probably no living man, certainly none in the service, knew this vast, silent place so well as he. For eight years he had ranged it, sometimes alone for months, exploring, mapping, studying the deer, the snow, the water, the timber, the grass.




  The wonder of that plateau country never lost its enchantment for the deer stalker. It was Grand Canyon country. Buckskin Forest occupied the highest eminence for many miles around. To the north the dim round dome of Navajo Mountain peeped above the red ramparts across the intervening desert; to the south, equally distant, the sharp San Francisco Peaks notched the azure sky.




  The plateau itself was geologically a fault—an abrupt crack and upthrust of the crust of the earth. A hundred miles and more of its southern edge formed the wild and sublime north rim of the Grand Canyon. Its long black-fringed line, sloping imperceptibly, extended almost to the Pink Cliffs of Utah. On the desert side it broke, and its yellow wall and dark-spotted slope gave way with a wonderful and majestic concord to the gray level of the barrens.




  “It’s made me well, changed me, gripped me, yet it’s not a home,” mused the ranger as he rode along the shadowing trail. “I’ve let the years roll by . . . . Still, what does that matter? I’ll drift to another forest preserve, I suppose, and to another until—”




  But he did not conclude the wandering thought. Morbid self-pity never abided long with him. Material success in life, so often worshiped as a false ideal, did not mean much to Eburne. His wants were few and his needs simple. Moreover, he had a strange undefined faith in his destiny, in something that was going to happen to him. Failure to advance in the forest service had not killed his zest for life nor the latent love of romance in his soul.




  The forest was growing dark when Eburne rode into V. T. Park. Troops of deer, as tame as cattle, showed indistinctly in the gathering dusk. They had come down to water. A light shone brightly from the cabin. The hum of a motorcar droned out of the woods, gradually dying away. The ranger reflected that he must have missed someone, but whether tourists or service men, he had no regrets. The roads, though soft in spots, were already open to the summer traffic, an increasingly growing factor in a ranger’s life. Most of the rangers welcomed the coming of the tourists, but Eburne did not care for it. He had no self-interest, and he had a clear vision of what the opening of Buckskin Forest would bring. To his reflective mind, the day would come when automobiles must inevitably prove fatal to the wild life and beauty of the forests. Snow had not yet melted off the north slopes of the woodland ravines, yet the influx of tourists and travelers already had begun.




  Eburne attended to his horse and then entered the log cabin, burdened with saddlebags, pack, and gun. The big rude room was bright with the glow from blazing red logs in a stone fireplace. Blakener, a companion ranger, one of his few friends in the service, was the only occupant, and manifestly he had been interrupted in the process of eating supper. He was a mature man from the Middle West, rather stout, and of genial aspect.




  “Howdy, Thad, you’re just in time for grub,” was his greeting.




  “I’m hungry, all right,” replied Eburne as he deposited his burden. “Who’s been here? I heard a car.”




  “Cassell. Judson was with him. They came yesterday mornin’. ’Pears like Judson is gettin’ in with the boss.—Better come an’ eat while it’s hot—an’ before what I have to tell you spoils your appetite.”




  “Ahuh.—Any mail for me?”




  “A lot this time. Papers, magazines, letters. But you come an’ eat before I throw it out.”




  Blakener was indeed full of news, the first of which pleased Thad immensely. The day before, Jim Evers had passed by V. T. Park on his way to see how his herd of tame buffalo had fared during the winter down in black Houserock Valley. Jim had once been a Texas ranger and later a predatory game hunter for the government. He was another one of the deer stalker’s few friends. They had been much together in former years during that period when Evers had been hunting cougars along the canyon rim.




  “Jim was sorry to miss you,” said Blakener. “But he said he’d stop in on the way back to Fredonia. He talked a lot about the starvin’ deer an’ blamed the government a lot for killin’ off the cougars. Jim recalled his old friend Buffalo Jones, who you know hunted an’ lassoed cougars here some fifteen years ago. It was Jones who left Jim the pack of hounds an’ the herd of tame buffalo. Well, Jim was talkin’ about how true old Jones’ prediction had come. Kill off the cougars an’ deer would multiply so fast they’d eat off the range an’ starve to death. Or else die of disease.”




  “That’s just what’s going to happen,” declared Eburne. “This last trip convinced me of that more than ever. The deer have had a hard winter. . . . Yes, I remember how Jim and I used to talk about it. But we never expected the calamity so soon.”




  “Deer multiply like sheep,” returned his companion. “We know that. When I told Cassell we’d estimated around twelve thousand increase this year, he didn’t believe it. Fact is only us rangers who live on the ground know anythin’ about the numbers of deer. I say there’s fifty-thousand in the forest.”




  “I wouldn’t wonder,” assented Eburne thoughtfully. “Something must be done to save the herd.”




  “Cassell said there was a movement afoot to permit hunters to shoot deer this fall.”




  “Oh, no!” exclaimed Thad sharply. “Surely they’re not thinking of that?”




  “Humph. They just are. Judson was keen about it. He has a lot of friends in Utah an’ he’d like to see them drive their cars down here to hunt. ’Pears to be some feelin’ between Fredonia an’ Kanab about this.”




  “No wonder. Fredonia is in Arizona and Kanab in Utah,” replied the deer stalker.




  “Sure. But just the same they’re most all Mormons on both sides of the line. Funny they’d clash.”




  “Blakener, we don’t know all we’d like to,” said Thad bluntly. “But it’s a fact that this Buckskin preserve—the Grand Canyon National Forest—lies in northern Arizona yet is actually governed by Utah.”




  Eburne learned presently that during the coming summer an investigating committee was to visit Buckskin to inquire into the condition of the deer herd and to make a report to the Secretary of Agriculture in Washington. Among the organizations from which representatives would be sent were the American National Livestock Breeders Association, the Boone and Crockett Club, the National Parks Association, the Audubon Society, and the American Game Protective Association.




  “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” declared Thad. “Surely, good will come of it.”




  “Sure sounds O. K. to me,” went on Blakener. “You an’ I have been detailed to guide that committee an’ co-operate with them. Suits me better than entertainin’ a lot of tourists.”




  “Suits me too. We can help that committee. Any fair-minded man will see how the deer have overmultiplied and have eaten all the forage off the range.”




  “Thad, I’ll bet other orders Cassell left won’t suit you so well,” returned Blakener dryly.




  “And what are they?” queried Eburne sharply.




  “You’re to trap deer alive,” responded his comrade deliberately. “Fawns, does, bucks. You’re to trap deer alive an’ study how they react to captivity.”




  “Trap deer alive! Fawns, does, bucks!” exclaimed the ranger. “For Heaven’s sake—why?”




  “They want to see if deer can be captured an’ shipped.”




  “Ahuh! They want to deplete the herd that way—I think it’s impossible, deer will kill themselves in traps.”




  “Well, there’s your written orders,” rejoined Blakener. “Cassell was pretty sore that you hadn’t got in. He waited till near dark for you. Then he wrote these. You’ve got a job on your hands.”




  Eburne disliked the idea so thoroughly that he forthwith dismissed it from his mind; and after finishing his supper and sharing the chores with Blakener, he devoted himself to a perusal of his mail. Letters from home were rare, and when cheerful and full of good news, as were these, they were exceedingly welcome. His sister expected to be married sometime near Christmas—a bit of information that was hard for him to realize. She had been twelve years old when he had left home. How time flew by! Then his mother wrote at length, and some of her statements were thought-provoking. “You should come home to visit us. I am getting along in years and your father is ailing. . . . After your sister is married and settled we’d like to move to a milder climate—California, for instance, where we could see our son occasionally. . . . Your father has retired from active business. . . . And when, pray, do you intend to get yourself a wife?”




  This last query roused both mirth and a slight edge of irritation in Eburne. Nevertheless, it made him think. How far indeed had he drifted from the old normal ways of life! Yet he had never definitely settled for himself the question of marriage, except to avoid dwelling upon it. But confronted by it now, in his mother’s letter, he suddenly realized how futile and useless his future must appear in the eyes of his family, who had not understood him even when he was at home. Marriage, considered as an actuality instead of a dreamy possibility, seemed not for such as Thad Eburne. Where could he find a wife? His acquaintance with marriageable girls was absurdly limited. He knew several Mormon girls at Fredonia, and Clara Hilton, a young woman employed at the El Tovar Hotel across the Canyon. She had left no doubt in his mind as to her eligibility and willingness; in fact during Thad’s several visits at the El Tovar, she had rather embarrassed him by her too obvious interest. Clara was good-looking, vivacious, but the idea of her as a wife was just plain ridiculous.




  “It’s funny,” he declared, thinking aloud.




  “What?” queried Blakener, rising from his task of replenishing the fire. “You don’t look funny.”




  “My mother writes I should be getting a wife,” replied Thad with a laugh. “And I was thinking about all the desirable ladies of my wide acquaintance.”




  “Thad, that’s not funny,” returned his partner seriously. “You’re still a young man. Now, I never entered the service until I lost my wife. That was years ago. You’re surely not goin’ to stick to this rotten job forever?”




  “I don’t think it’s a rotten job,” said Thad soberly.




  “But it is, all the same, an’ especially for a well-educated man like you who could get somewhere.”




  “Blakener, I consider forestry as a splendid calling for any man who loves the open,” protested Eburne. “The future of our forests is a mighty important thing. It must develop. Some men of brains have got to devote their lives to conserving the timber and wild creatures.”




  “We’ve argued that out before,” rejoined Blakener. “It’s true. But you can’t ever get anywhere in this forest service. You’ve made enemies. An’ I’m givin’ you a tip that even your ranger job won’t outlast the year.”




  “That’s true, too,” replied Thad with a sigh. “Well, sufficient unto the day! My failure to succeed in the service makes it just that much easier to dismiss the idea of a wife.”




  “Eburne, you don’t do yourself justice! Everybody knows you’re the best forest man in the whole service.”




  “Thank you, Blakener,” said Thad in quick and grateful surprise.




  “No thanks comin’ from me,” replied his comrade gruffly. “But there ought to be some from the government. You get all the hard jobs. Cassell really took pleasure in the idea of makin’ you trap deer. He said you’d have them eatin’ out of your hand. An’ say, he grinned like a chessy cat. He sure hates your guts.—Thad, I’d chuck the job if I was you.”




  “It’s a temptation. But for the sake of the deer I’ll stick as long as they let me.”




  “You’ve saved money, haven’t you?”




  “Yes. Perhaps half of what I’ve earned here. But you don’t get much in the service! Why did you ask?”




  “Well, I’d chuck this trappin’ deer job an’ beat it,” replied Blakener with slow earnestness. “Things are bound to get worse. An’ this fall they’ll sure let hunters in to kill these tame deer.”




  Eburne thoughtfully turned his friend’s advice over in his mind. He was bound to confess there was a good deal of sense in Blakener’s words. On the other hand he knew that if deer had to be trapped he should be the one to do it; and if an investigating committee was really coming to Buckskin, in the interest of the great herd he was the ranger best qualified to show them the true situation. He eliminated his personal feelings and fortunes and sat there watching the fire and pondering this new task that had been assigned him.




  Outside, the night wind began to rise and mourn through the pines. It brought the faint yelp of a coyote. A branch swished against the roof of the cabin. The fire blazed and crackled, lighting the room with a ruddy glow.




  “I’ve more news,” spoke up Blakener presently as he removed his pipe and thoughtfully gazed at the fire.




  “Out with it, then,” retorted Thad, startled from his reverie. “It never rains but it pours.”




  “Well, several days after you left I rode over to Quakin’ Asp,” began Blakener slowly. “But I didn’t ride in. I happened to get a glimpse of some horsemen actin’ rather suspicious. So I got off an’ slipped ahead through the woods an’ hid where I could see. Well, sir, I’ll be darned if I didn’t fall into somethin’ queer. I’d been right about the horsemen—Bing Dyott an’ four of his outfit—an’ my instinct to spy on them had been right, too. For it wasn’t long till Judson an’ Settlemire rode in. The meetin’ had been planned. That was as plain as the nose on your face.”




  “Bing Dyott! Judson with Settlemire! Well, I’ll be a—” exclaimed Eburne in genuine amazement.




  “Humph! I thought it’d strike you queer. Well, Dyott an’ Settlemire drew off to one side an’ had a long confab. It was serious, an’ they were sure acquainted with each other. Judson acted uneasy, as if he’d be glad when the council was over. Dyott’s men lounged around whisperin’ together mysterious like an’ laughin’ among themselves. . . . Well, presently Settlemire went back to his horse an’ called Judson. They rode off toward the valley, no doubt makin’ for Lower Pools where his cattle outfit is now. Then some of Dyotts men fetched up their pack-horses an’ they started to make camp. Judgin’ from the look of their horses an’ packs, the gang had come a long way. Now, Eburne, can you make anythin’ of this meetin’?”




  “No, not offhand,” replied Thad gravely. “But it doesn’t look straight.”




  “Well, some things you’d call crooked are just plain business dealin’—with a big cattleman like Settlemire,” rejoined Blakener. “We can think what we want, sure, but if we’re goin’ to make reports we’ve got to be careful. Let’s keep mum about this. An’ let’s get our heads together right now to see what we can make of it.”




  Settlemire was at the head of the Houserock Cattle Company, which operated in southern Utah and northern Arizona. He was known to get along well with the Mormons, and it was suspected that he had influence with some one high in the forest service. His cattle outfit had broken about all of the forest regulations, and there was strong feeling between the rangers and his cowboys.




  This prosperous cattleman had always bitterly resented the developing of the great deer herd upon Buckskin. He had government grazing permits to run his cattle all over the forest. Since the over-multiplication of the deer, these permits had been gradually reduced and withdrawn until this year they had been revoked entirely and Settlemire had been ordered to drive his cattle off the preserve.




  “That was the order,” declared Blakener. “I saw it myself this spring in Kanab. But Settlemire still has three thousand head runnin’ over on the west side. An’ he’s makin’ absolutely no move to round them up an’ drive them off. He’s not goin’ to move them while there’s any grass left. Now it’s sure plain he’s got a pull somewhere. An’ we always knew why he opposed the spreadin’ of the deer herd. But where do Judson an’ Dyott fit in here?”




  “That’s a stumper, I’ll agree,” answered Eburne. “You see, in the case of Judson, we’re somewhat in the dark as to his actual status. He’s not a ranger or a supervisor. He claims to be an inspector. Anyway, we know he has always catered to rich cattlemen and dallied around with the tourists, especially when they’re women. In this instance he’s probably favoring Settlemire’s schemes, whatever they are.”




  “Sure. Settlemire wants to regain his grazin’ permits an’ to see the deer herd depleted by killin’. Judson is for both of these plans.”




  It was not so easy for the rangers to fix Dyott’s part in the situation. Dyott had a bad name. Some fifteen years back he had been a rustler, and before that, as a boy, he had ridden with the notorious Hash Knife gang of the Mogollons. Of late years he had been making small deals in cattle, chiefly among the Mormons. Eburne had long suspected that Dyott killed deer on the preserve and sold the meat. His outfit was a hard-riding one that kept to the rough canyons and brakes of the forest. Rangers as a rule avoided contact with Dyott’s men.




  “It occurred to me that Settlemire might hire Dyott to drive the deer back from where his cattle are grazin’,” suggested Blakener.




  “Would that pay Settlemire?” asked Thad doubtfully.




  “Well, it might save what cattle he has left.”




  “There must be something more, though that hunch is not to be overlooked,” returned Thad. “If in addition to this, Dyott is in here to kill deer. . . . You say the preserve will be open to hunters this fall? That means thousands of deer killed and packed out. It wouldn’t be impossible for Dyott’s gang to clean up rich on some kind of a butchering deer job. Still, to find a market for a lot of meat! It’d be difficult.”




  “Maybe there’s something in the wind we’ve not hit on yet,” suggested Blakener.




  “Right. Let’s go to bed and sleep on it,” rejoined Eburne, rising with a yawn.
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  Eburne’s slumbers did not clarify in any degree the rather dubious relation between Dyott and the cattleman or inspire him with any wonderful ideas as to the best method of trapping deer.




  He got out before sunrise and walked around the station, through the edge of the forest. Not one deer rewarded his roving eye. The morning was clear and cold. Bluebells peeped up wanly from the frost-whitened grass that he brushed as he strode along. There was no sound. The forest seemed a dead wilderness. He found his horse at the far end of the pasture and was glad to see that the grass there afforded better grazing than in the open forest.




  The sun came up, rosy and bright, illuminating the steely blue scene. Thad returned to the cabin, where he helped get breakfast. His conversation with Blakener soon reverted to the deer question.




  “Forgot to tell you,” said Blakener with animation. “Cassell’s goin’ to send out two deer traps. Cleveland somethin’ or other he called them—made in Michigan. Said he had some comin’ from Ogden. Looks to me that he’s had this trappin’ stunt in his mind for some time.”




  “Probably he means to stick the dirty job on other rangers too,” replied Eburne.




  “Sure, I heard him tell Judson he’d had several orders for live deer.”




  “Humph! The more I think of it the more absurd it seems,” said Thad forcefully. “Still, to be honest, I really don’t know. I think deer will kill themselves if trapped in close quarters. But thinking isn’t knowing. This is a chance for me to find out. I’ve my orders and I’ve got to carry them out or quit. As I won’t quit, I’ll just have to swallow my feelings and meanwhile add to my knowledge of deer.”




  “Sure. Now you’re talkin’,” rejoined his comrade heartily. “I’ll tell you what, Thad, I’ll help you all I can. But you’ve got to do the figurin’.”




  Eburne was quite conscious that it would take a good deal of mental and physical effort if there were to be even anything approaching success. To that end he set out on the unwelcome task. In the shed he found several bales of wire and a quantity of old lumber, slabs with the bark on one side. These would come in handy when the time arrived to build fences and pens. Then he walked down the park to look over the ground around the spring. The season had been the driest for years. Water was far from abundant. The spring was lower than Eburne had ever seen it. As far as he knew there were only four other springs on that side of Buckskin.




  After carefully getting the lay of the land, Thad decided to fence in the water and have the wings converge into a narrow chute that led into a corral around the spring. He did not know how many deer watered at this place, but he believed they might number over a thousand. There was no other water near, and the deer in the vicinity had become used to this spring and they would not readily abandon it.




  He spent the day watching and planning. About three o’clock, deer began to come down into the park to drink. Often as Thad had watched them, he seemed never to have seen them as gaunt as now. They were as tame as cattle yet were really wild deer. They came in troops, by twos and threes, and in sizable herds; and now and then a lordly stag, almost as big and stately as an elk, walked in alone. The little fawns caught Eburne’s eye and delighted him. Some does had twin fawns, graceful, beautiful spotted little creatures, as playful as kittens.




  These deer were all lean, and they somehow lacked the sleek, velvety, rich gray usually common to deer on the plateau. The bucks appeared to be in the best condition, as was natural. Sometimes there would be forty or fifty at a time around the water hole. They did not linger long, however, and soon worked off into the woods, plainly aware of Thad’s presence. The newcomers would come in, scent or see him, stand with long ears erect, motionless as statues for moments, and then go on for their drink. Still, they were uneasy. If Thad had been on horseback or even moving along on foot, they would have shown less interest.




  By sunset, Thad calculated that more than six hundred deer had come in to drink. No doubt many more came after it was too dark to see them.




  “Well, Blakener,” announced Eburne upon his return to the cabin, “if deer can be trapped this is the best place ever, and the most propitious time. They are hungry and thirsty. With water and hay we can coax them anywhere. Oh, we can trap them easily enough. But what they’ll do the moment they’re trapped! That’s the rub.”




  “I saw one old buck walk by here,” commented Blakener. “Say, he was as big as a steer. Now, I wonder what he’d do in a trap.”




  “He’d make us climb the fence,” replied Thad. “An old buck is bad medicine, unless you’re on a horse. . . . Well, tomorrow we’ll begin to stretch wire. I don’t believe we’ll have to put in many posts. There’re a lot of trees except down in the meadow. And I think it’ll be best to do this work only in the mornings. I don’t want to scare the deer before we get the trap built.”




  Next morning, while the deer stalker was laboriously stretching wire, a horseman rode into the park. He was leading a pack-horse, behind which trotted a number of hounds. The ranger did not need to look twice. The visitor was his old friend Jim Evers, the former predatory game hunter for the government.




  “Hello there, old-timer,” called the ranger heartily as his friend rode up.




  “Howdy, Thad,” drawled Evers, reaching out to grasp the proffered hand.




  The Texan was a striking figure, despite the bowed shoulders that told of encroaching age. His face was lean, red, keen as an Indian’s, and remarkable for the long sloping lines and the narrow slits from which his blue eyes flashed. His garb, his weapons, the trappings of his horses, his pack—all showed long service in the open.




  “Blakener told me you’d ridden down to look over your buffalo,” said Thad. “I’m glad I didn’t miss you today. How’d you find the herd, Jim?”




  “Wal, they wintered fine,” replied the hunter. “Got twelve new calves. But I reckon I’m aboot ready to sell out. I cain’t take care of thet herd. They shore ain’t never been nothin’ in it for me. I’m goin’ to sell—one hundred dollars a head. Mebbe I can get the government to take them off my hands.”




  “Jim, I’m inclined to think the government already has one white elephant on its hands here—this tame deer herd.”




  “Great guns, yes,” mildly exploded Jim. “It’s a shame aboot these deer—Thad, I’m invitin’ myself to eat with you an’ stay all night.”




  “Old-timer, you’re welcome as the flowers in May,” responded Thad warmly, “Let’s go up to the cabin and throw your pack. You can turn the horses loose in the corral.”




  “What you all doin’ with this heah wire? Son, don’t you calkilate fences is as bad as them automobiles?”




  “Indeed I do, Jim. But I’ve my orders. And I’m supposed to trap some of these deer. Trap them alive to ship out of Arizona!”




  “Wal, jumpin’ juniper!” drawled the old hunter. “Who and what and why now?”




  Eburne briefly explained the situation and was not a little gratified to have Evers forcefully deliver himself of views that coincided with his own.




  “Wal, it’s this way,” continued the hunter, “these government fellars air all right an’ want to do good, but they jest don’t know. It takes a lifetime to learn anythin’. Now, I’ve been huntin’ on Buckskin for twenty years. I’ve seen this deer herd grow from five to fifty thousand. You rangers say twenty thousand, but you don’t see the deer us hunters see. Why, down in the brakes of the Siwash where you never get, there’s ten deer to one thet’s in heah. . . . Wal, killin’ off the varmints, specially the cougars, has broken the balance of nature so far as these deer are concerned. Herds of deer, runnin’ free, will never thrive whar the cougars have been killed off. The price of healthy life in the open is eternal vigilance—eternal watch an’ struggle against death by violence. Man cain’t remove thet balance an’ expect nature to correct it. These heah deer ain’t had nothin’ to check their overbreedin’ an’ inbreedin’. They jest doubled an’ trebled. Buckskin is a queer sort of range. Canyon on one side an’ bare desert all around. The deer cain’t migrate as they do in other places. They just eat up everythin’. An’ now they’re goin’ to starve or die of disease.”




  “Something must be done before it’s too late,” asserted Eburne.




  “Wal, Thad, it’s most too late now. For part of the herd, anyhow. Conditions ain’t favorable. There wasn’t much snow last winter. Thet means poor grazin’. An’ it’ll be a dry summer. The deer air eatin’ the aspens, junipers, buckbrush. You cain’t find an aspen saplin’. Why, the deer seem turnin’ into beavers. Then the government’s goin’ to let a jam of hunters come in this fall to kill deer.”




  “So Blakener told me. But I can’t believe it, Jim. That would be such a rotten thing to do. After developing this wonderful herd, taming them almost to eat out of your hand, advertising them to thousands of tourists as the greatest sight in the west—to let hunters murder them! It’s pretty low-down.”




  “Shore is. An’ I’m not thinkin’ much of the kind of hunters who’d shoot tame deer for sport. But I’m givin’ you a hunch, Eburne: thet very stunt is comin’ off. I’m on the inside. I’ve got friends in Kanab—they’re Mormons—an’ they tipped me off. They’re all smackin’ their lips at the prospect of venison all winter. An’ laughin’ up their sleeves because Arizona hunters won’t be permitted to shoot on Buckskin.”




  “Well, I’ll be hanged!” ejaculated Eburne, confounded. “Jim, you’re hinting that the government will permit hunters to shoot deer this fall and the State will oppose it.”




  “Shore. An’ the funny part will be to see you rangers helpin’ the hunters avoid arrest.”




  “I’ll do nothing of the sort,” declared Thad stoutly.




  “Wal, then you’ll get fired,” drawled Jim complacently. “It’ll be a healthy mess, an’ you can gamble I’m glad I’m out of the service.”




  “Come along. Let’s go to the cabin,” said the ranger shortly. He strode off, leading Jim’s pack-horse. The long-eared hounds trotted beside him, wagging their tails and begging with solemn eyes. They had visited Eburne before. When the men reached the cabin, Blakener called out a cheery welcome to dinner. Thad helped the old hunter unpack and carry his effects inside. They had dinner, and an interesting talk in the pleasant living room. Later, as the afternoon advanced, Evers accompanied Eburne out to watch the deer come in.




  “Wal, Thad, the particular reason I dropped in on you today I ain’t told yet,” said the hunter.




  “Oh, you haven’t?” returned Thad with curiosity. “Out with it, Jim. I hope to goodness you’ve saved the best for the last.”




  “Wal, it’s only an idee, an’ it’s not mine, but it shore is amazin’,” rejoined Evers thoughtfully.




  Eburne did not importune the old hunter, though he sensed something out of the ordinary. They found a seat under a pine tree above the spring, so situated that they could watch the deer come to the spring without being seen. Already a few deer had entered the meadow and at the moment were standing motionless, long ears erect, gazing at the edge of the forest where the men were hidden. Evers lighted his pipe.




  “Thad, you’re well acquainted with Bill McKay?” he queried finally, with deliberation.




  “Indeed I am. We’re good friends. I think a heap of Bill. But I haven’t seen him since he began boring for oil out on the Indian reservation.”




  “Wal, thet fell through like so many things Mac has tackled. He’s onlucky. . . . I met him yesterday packin’ across Houserock Valley. He’s workin’ a mine down in the canyon. Somewhere near the foot of Tanner’s trail, but on this side of the river. Says there’s copper, gold, an’ silver. Wal, me an’ Bill had a bite of grub together, an’ we talked a lot. Naturally I touched on this heah deer problem, which is really close to my heart. I told Bill the conditions an’ how they had riled up government, forest officers, rangers, Mormons, an’ everybody generally. Then Bill whacked me with his sledge-hammer fist so hard he near knocked me flat. ‘Jim,’ he says, ‘I’ve an idee!’ ”




  “McKay always was full of ideas,” rejoined Eburne as Jim paused to take a puff on his pipe and to allow time for suspense to take hold of his listener. “In fact he’s a far-sighted man.”




  “Heah is what he said: ‘Jim, you know the deer herd splits in winter, part goin’ down off the mountain in the west brakes, an’ part on this east slope. There’s ten or fifteen thousand deer winter on these cedar an’ sage slopes. Now you know there’s a wall of rock reachin’ from the Cocks Combs to the Saddle Gap, an’ another wall runnin’ off the other side under Saddle Mountain. These heah walls form a fence up which no deer can climb. An’ they head up where the Saddle trail goes through the Gap an’ down into the canyon.’—Mac dropped down on his knee when he was tellin’ me all this, an’ he drawed maps on the ground. An’ I said yes, I agreed aboot the lay of the land.”




  Here Evers paused again, but he was too thrilled or obsessed by the information he had to impart to remember his pipe.




  “ ‘Jim,’ says Mac, ‘give me a hundred Indians an’ fifty cowboys an’ I can drive ten thousand deer through the Saddle Gap, down the canyon, across the Colorado River, an’ up Tanner’s trail to the rim—right into forest ranges where feed an’ water are aplenty.’ ”




  Eburne stared. His jaw dropped. The idea was amazing.




  “Drive ten thousand deer!” he exclaimed finally.




  “Shore. Thet’s what Mac said. First off I gave him the laugh. But the idee got me. It’s great. I know the country. The deer are tame. They might drive. The more I thought aboot it the bigger the idee got. An’ now I’m stuck on it. Shore it’s grand.”




  “Drive ten thousand deer!” echoed Thad incredulously. “Through the saddle—down the canyon—up the rim.”




  “Shore. You’re locoed now. But wait till thet idee soaks in,” replied Jim with glee, nodding his gray old head. “It’ll shore get you. Because it’s a way to save the deer without trappin’ or killin’. An’ it’ll be good for other ranges on the south side. Deer used to be thick in the Coconino Basin, around the San Francisco Peaks, an’ south toward the Mogollons. Now they’re gone. This drive would restock those ranges.”




  “Wonderful, but impossible!” ejaculated Eburne, breathing hard.




  “No it ain’t impossible,” returned the old hunter stoutly. “I’d bet a million dollars if Buffalo Jones was heah he could drive them deer. He understood wild animals. But McKay will have the Indians to help. Navajos he wants—drivin’ on foot with cowbells to ring.”




  “Jim, I tell you it’s impossible,” protested Thad, regretting that he must take this negative viewpoint. “Deer won’t drive. You might move them, gradually work them into a great herd. But then! The instant they found you wanted them to go in any one direction, they’d bolt. They’d spill like ants over the ground. They’d scatter like a flock of quail. They’d run over horses and men. No, deer won’t drive.”




  That was Eburne’s intuitive reaction to McKay’s astounding idea.




  It was what he felt. He had been a deer stalker for many years, at first as a hunter, and then as a watcher, and finally as a lover of nature and of the most beautiful and graceful wild creatures in the woods.




  “Wal, now, how do you know they won’t drive?” demanded Jim persistently.




  “I don’t know. I just feel they won’t,” replied Eburne.




  “Let’s stick to what we know. Take for instance last month when Lee Daley an’ a couple of cowboys drove them ten buffalo yearlin’s of mine into an automobile truck. Who’d have thunk it could be done? Wal, it was, an’ them buff calves went clear to Mexico where I sold them. Look how cowboys can drive wild steers. I reckon a bunch of wild steers is wuss than a herd of elephants. I remember them Stewart boys, wild hoss hunters years ago. They could drive anythin’ on four legs. Wal, we never heerd of deer bein’ drove, an it’s good figurin’ to believe it can be done till we find out for shore.”




  “Jim, you’re right. I’ve nothing to stand on. I admit it might be done. How I hope it could!”




  “Wal, McKay wants you to submit his proposition to the forest service an’ to the government, with your approval,” drawled Jim confidently, as if there were no question of Eburne’s stand.




  “By thunder, I’ll do it!” burst out the ranger, suddenly elated. “Sure as you’re born they’ll fall for it. And then what a row with the opposing side who’ll want to kill the deer! It tickles me, Jim, it’s fascinating. It grows on me.”




  “Wal, I was plumb shore it would,” replied Evers mildly. “Now let’s get down to brass tacks. McKay wants to make money on the drive. He wants to ask the government two dollars an’ fifty cents a head for deer drove across the canyon, an’ thet much more a head for deer drove to other ranges.”




  “Little enough. He can get it,” said Eburne.




  “Wal, it’s going to cost a lot to make the drive. The Indians an’ cowboys will have to be paid wages an’ fed. Outfits will have to be packed. Trucks to haul grain for horses an’ supplies for camps. Mac’s no hand at figgerin’, but I calkilated somethin’ like five hundred dollars a day.”




  “That’s a lot of money,” replied the ranger, seriously.




  “Shore is. An’ Mac hasn’t got a dollar. He’ll have to have backin’.”




  “He’s welcome to all I have. But it’s not enough.”




  “I’ll chip in a little to help Mac. An’ his friends in Flagstaff will donate. Shore he’ll raise the money. You jest go ahead an’ get a strong bid ready for the drive.”




  “Jim, wouldn’t it be wise to go slow on approaching the government?” queried Eburne thoughtfully. “It’s over four months till time for the deer to work down off the mountain. If we sprang this idea at once wouldn’t that give our opponents too much time to work in their propaganda?”




  “Reckon I’d wait till you’ve given this trappin’ deer a good tryout. It’s shore bound to be a failure, an’ when you send in your reports to thet effect you can inclose McKay’s proposition. Thet’d be a favorable time to hit them. But on the other hand you don’t want to wait too long an’ give the deer-killin’ crowd a chance to get set. For that matter, they are set, but this new idee may throw them out. I shore hope so.”




  “Well, it’s settled,” returned Eburne with satisfaction. “Now Jim, let’s sneak up closer to that bunch of deer coming in. Let’s watch them. And you can work out your idea of what a trap corral should be like.”




  * * * * *




  The ranger and the hunter spent the remainder of that afternoon spying upon the deer. By sunset about five hundred had come in to drink. The wire fence Eburne had already erected did not appear to interest the deer to any appreciable extent. It was evident that they would come in to drink if they had to pass through open gates and down a narrow aisle. The matter of their entering a trap, then, as Eburne had surmised, was not a difficult question. Indeed, though he had no definite plans formulated for traps, he had not been in the least concerned about his ability to construct them. Jim Evers hit the nail on the head when he drawled out, “Wal, it shore ain’t gettin’ deer alive in a trap thet’ll stump you; it’s gettin’ them out alive!”




  Traps and deer occupied the fireside talk for an hour after supper. Then Blakener sounded out the old hunter on the well-known controversy between cattlemen and forest service. Evers had served on both sides. He had lived on and around Buckskin for twenty years. It was his humble opinion that the government should never have coddled the deer herd to grow into such unmanageable numbers. The little ranchers and sheepmen, of whom there had formerly been many and now were few, had been dependent on the grass of the plateau. Many of them had been ruined by the multiplication of the deer and the consequent restrictions. Then, for fifteen years, non-native cattle companies had obtained the best of the grazing that had once belonged to the local ranchers. The company that at the present time and for the last six or eight years held the balance of power on Buckskin was composed of absentee owners and headed by the Californian, Settlemire. According to the hunter, Settlemire had neither legal nor moral right to the privileges he enjoyed. Apparently he was not a Mormon, which fact made his influence all the more astonishing. It had been Settlemire who had claimed he would see to it that the deer preserve should be opened to hunters in the early fall.




  “Jim, why is it when the rangers order Settlemire’s cowboys to drive their stock off the range they roll their cigarettes and grin and say: ‘Reckon we gotta ride out on that job pronto,’ and then never even make the attempt?”




  “Wal, boys, don’t ask me thet,” drawled Evers. “But I’ve always wondered why you rangers didn’t get together and drive Settlemire’s stock off the range.”




  “We act under orders. We have but little leeway,” replied Eburne. “I put that very proposition up to headquarters.”




  “An’ what come off?” queried Evers, knowingly.




  “I got disliked for my pains and called down for my suggestions,” replied Thad tersely.




  “Wal, boys, it’s no wuss heah than anywheres,” said Evers. “Reckon life is aboot the same wherever you go. I remember Texas when I was a boy. This heah Utah, is a picnic to live in compared to my home State then. Rich men do things that poor men cain’t. There’s always men in high positions thet oughtn’t to be there. Or so it seems to us poor devils who have to hold the sack. But after you live a long while, like me, an’ can look back a ways, you see thet everythin’ happens for the best an’ things work out better than if you done it yourself.”




  “Jim, your philosophy is fine,” rejoined Eburne. “I wish I could accept it. But I’m still full of protest and fight—at this particular time against both the forest service officials, high and low, and the outside cattlemen.”




  “Thad, where’d it ever get you?” asked Evers with blunt kindness.




  “Nowhere, materially. But I don’t live just to get on and up in the world. If my conscience tells me a thing is wrong I’m against it. That’s all. And I’ll say so.”




  “Wal, a fellar’s conscience can feel somethin’s wrong, like what we was hintin’ aboot Settlemire. But thet ain’t proof. An’ thet’s why it’ll be wise to keep your mouth shut. No one ever caught Settlemire even on the edge of a shady deal. Either he’s honest or hard business or just slick.”




  “Jim, you know Bing Dyott, don’t you?” queried Thad.




  “I shore do. I knowed him in Texas thirty years ago. If all I know aboot thet hombre was told he’d go to jail for the rest of his life an’ then hang. . . . But what’s Dyott got to do with this argyment? He’s different.”




  “Blakener saw Dyott meet Settlemire in these woods and hold a conference that was sure serious, if no more.”




  Evers looked astounded and had to hear Eburne’s account of the rendezvous witnessed by Blakener, after which he lapsed into silence.




  “Wal,” he said at length, “thet has a queer look. There’s no mebbe aboot it. Dyott was foreman of an outfit in Utah some years ago. Settlemire bought it. He let Dyott run it. Then, a year or more ago, when the law went off grazin’ permits, Dyott showed up heah on this range. Looks queer!”
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  It took nearly two weeks for the two rangers, working during the mornings, to put up the wire fences as planned by Eburne. It was an experiment and not at all satisfactory to the men. But wire and lumber were scarce and must be replenished from Kanab before any further plans could be attempted.




  The wide end of the corral, which extended by wings down along the meadow, was left open. The head that surrounded the spring had a gate for the deer to pass out. At a point close to the water, Eburne planned to place the traps to be sent by Cassell, and if these proved unsatisfactory he would construct one of his own design. The question as to how the trapped animals would act kept the ranger awake at night.




  At length the Cleveland-Cliff traps arrived, and the driver who had packed them in his rickety Ford had also guided two automobiles loaded with tourists. He had not lost the opportunity to enlarge upon the wonders of Buckskin, the thousands of deer, and the hospitality of the rangers. Soon he departed, pocketing the generous tips bestowed by the sight-seers and leaving the rangers in an awkward situation.




  One of the rules of the forest service demanded courtesy to visitors. An old slogan was that the national parks belonged to Americans. Eburne and Blakener greeted the strangers with a certain amount of reserve. Now that the vanguard of the summer tourists had arrived, the rangers realized that in addition to guarding their country’s natural resources, they would have to serve as guides, cooks, and information bureau.




  Thad did not have time to examine the traps until the visitors had left. Then he found them to be boxlike constructions, nine feet long, eight high, and between four and five wide. The entrance was a trap door. Manifestly the idea was to leave the door open for the deer to enter and pull at the bait of hay, which action would release the catch and close the door.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ZANE GREY





