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ALL day long Bulldog Carney had found, where the trail was soft, the
odd imprint of that goblined inturned hoof. All day in the saddle, riding
a trail that winds in and out among rocks, and trees, and cliffs
monotonously similar, the hush of the everlasting hills holding in
subjection man's soul, the towering giants of embattled rocks thrusting
up towards God's dome pigmying to nothingness that rat, a man, produces a
comatose condition of mind; man becomes a child, incapable of little
beyond the recognition of trivial things; the erratic swoop of a bird,
the sudden roar of a cataract, the dirge-like sigh of wind through the
harp of a giant pine.

And so, curiously, Bulldog's fancy had toyed aimlessly with the
history of the cayuse that owned that inturned left forefoot. Always
where the hoof's imprint lay was the flat track of a miner's boot, the
hob nails denting the black earth with stolid persistency. But the owner
of the miner's boot seemed of little moment; it was the abnormal hoof
that, by a strange perversity, haunted Carney.

The man was probably a placer miner coming down out of the Eagle
Hills, leading a pack pony that carried his duffel and, perhaps, a small
fortune in gold. Of course, like Carney, he was heading for steel, for
the town of Bucking Horse.

Toward evening, as Carney rode down a winding trail that led to the
ford of Singing Water, rounding an abrupt turn the mouth of a huge cave
yawned in the side of a cliff away to his left. Something of life had
melted into its dark shadow that had the semblance of a man; or it might
have been a bear or a wolf. Lower down in the valley that was called the
Valley of the Grizzley's Bridge, his buckskin shied, and with a snort of
fear left the trail and elliptically came back to it twenty yards
beyond.

In the centre of the ellipse, on the trail, stood a gaunt form, a huge
dog-wolf. He was a sinister figure, his snarling lips curled back from
strong yellow fangs, his wide powerful head low hung, and the black
bristles on his back erect in challenge.

The whole thing was weird, uncanny; a single wolf to stand his ground
in daylight was unusual.

Instinctively Bulldog reined in the buckskin, and half turning in the
saddle, with something of a shudder, searched the ground at the wolf's
feet dreading to find something. But there was nothing.

The dog-wolf, with a snarling twist of his head, sprang into the
bushes just as Carney dropped a hand to his gun; his quick eye had seen
the movement.

Carney had meant to camp just beyond the ford of Singing Water, but
the usually placid buckskin was fretful, nervous.

A haunting something was in the air; Carney, himself, felt it. The
sudden apparition of the wolf could not account for this mental unrest,
either in man or beast, for they were both inured to the trail, and a
wolf meant little beyond a skulking beast that a pistol shot would drive
away.

High above the rider towered Old Squaw Mountain. It was like a
battered feudal castle, on its upper reaches turret and tower and bastion
catching vagrant shafts of gold and green, as, beyond, in the far west, a
flaming sun slid down behind the Selkirks. Where he rode in the twisted
valley a chill had struck the air, suggesting vaults, dungeons; the giant
ferns hung heavy like the plumes of knights drooping with the death dew.
A reaching stretch of salmon bushes studded with myriad berries that
gleamed like topaz jewels hedged on both sides the purling, frothing
stream that still held the green tint of its glacier birth.

Many times in his opium running Carney had swung along this wild trail
almost unconscious of the way, his mind travelling far afield; now back
to the old days of club life; to the years of army routine; to the bright
and happy scenes where rich-gowned women and cultured men laughed and
bantered with him. At times it was the newer rough life of the West; the
ever-present warfare of man against man; the yesterday where he had won,
or the to-morrow where he might cast a losing hazard — where the
dice might turn groggily from a six-spotted side to a deuce, and the
thrower take a fall.

But to-night, as he rode, something of depression, of a narrow
environment, of an evil one, was astride the withers of his horse; the
mountains seemed to close in and oppress him. The buckskin, too, swung
his heavy lop ears irritably back and forth, back and forth. Sometimes
one ear was pricked forward as though its owner searched the beyond, the
now glooming valley that, at a little distance, was but a blur, the other
ear held backward as though it would drink in the sounds of pursuit.

Pursuit! that was the very thing; instinctively the rider turned in
his saddle, one hand on the horn, and held his piercing gray eyes on the
back trail, searching for the embodiment of this phantasy. The unrest had
developed that far into conception, something evil hovered on his trail,
man or beast. But he saw nothing but the swaying kaleidoscope of tumbling
forest shadows; rocks that, half gloomed, took fantastic forms; bushes
that swayed with the rolling gait of a grizzly.

The buckskin had quickened his pace as if, tired though he was, he
would go on beyond that valley of fear before they camped.

Where the trail skirted the brink of a cliff that had a drop of fifty
feet, Carney felt the horse tremble, and saw him hug the inner wall; and,
when they had rounded the point, the buckskin, with a snort of relief,
clamped the snaffle in his teeth and broke into a canter.

"I wonder — by Jove!" and Bulldog, pulling the buckskin to a
stand, slipped from his back, and searched the black-loamed trail.

"I believe you're right, Pat," he said, addressing the buckskin;
"something happened back there."

He walked for a dozen paces ahead of the horse, his keen gray eyes on
the earth. He stopped and rubbed his chin, thinking — thinking
aloud.

"There are tracks, Patsy boy — moccasins; but we've lost our
gunboat-footed friend. What do you make of that, Patsy — gone over
the cliff? But that damn wolf's pugs are here; he's travelled up and
down. By gad! two of them!"
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