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CHAPTER I

TIME once more was standing still for Samuel Kennedy. It had such a habit of pausing, and he with it, that he had gained from the world nothing but a great deal of amusement; in every business enterprise he had been a complete failure. Now he sat on a rock with his hat at the back of his head and focussed his enlarging glass on the silken nest of a trapdoor spider.
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Samuel Kennedy.

 

He had been there for an uncounted period; and he himself could not tell how long he would remain with the sun gathering force towards the zenith and scalding through the back of his shirt.

He knew nothing about the West which he had just entered, but every portion of the world he visited became a wonderland to him. These desert hills, in which nothing had apparent existence except patches of low brush, clinging like smoke to the ground, in reality teemed with life, as he now discovered. In the round field of his glass, the grains of sand showed big. They glistened as though they themselves were a source of light. Small pebbles lay with blue shadows beside them. There was a tiny plant with bristles instead of leaves and a single blossom not a quarter of an inch wide, but the glass of Kennedy showed the blue of the cup, dusted almost to the lips with golden pollen. In addition to the spider’s nest with whatever it contained, a lizard as grey and thin as a splinter of rock lay on a stone some ten or twelve inches from the silken door. It was in an attitude of attention, its head lifted, one forefoot advanced half a step, its translucent tail still curved down the side of the stone. For endless minutes it had maintained this posture, studying the huge black shadow and the motionless man above it.

At last it moved, darting two or three inches, pausing, darting again. It left the mark of its tail on the sand, thin as the shadow of a wave in water. In these two or three quick advances it had come much closer to the spider’s dwelling. What was the bourn of its journeying, wondered Kennedy. Out of instinct or memory, to what nook was it bound where insects might come within its reach? Perhaps the little blue flower with its cup of gold was the bait which it would use. But here the lid of the spider’s house flicked open and a shadow darted from it. By the time Kennedy had his glass trained on the proper spot, the lizard and the spider were twisted into a rolling knot. Sand scattered about them. A little puff of dust rose and shone in the sunshine. In the pallid shadow which it cast beneath, the lizard lay still with the fangs of the murderess fixed in its thigh. The glass of Kennedy showed how they were being driven deeper and deeper. What old Greek was it who spoke of a woman calmly murdering, “like a spider, stabbing and poisoning without malice”? Kennedy shivered. He rose to his feet.

Now that he stood erect, that world of life and death at his feet was removed suddenly to unimportant distance but he had been enriched by one more bit of knowledge, he had stored another picture in the gallery of his brain. If was time now to remember that he was hungry, above all that his throat fairly crackled with thirst, so he took a swallow from his full canteen and started again up the pass. Something more than hunger or thirst troubled him, however. Characteristically he paused to find out what it might be, whether an external object or an unhappy thought; for Kennedy was the very epitome of leisurely action and something in his nature prevented him from doing more than one thing at a time.

It was one of the grey stones at the top of the next low hill that had bothered him, he discovered. A sense of motion had registered on the very margin of his field of vision and in the haze of his subconscious mind. He turned and stared. There was no more movement, but as he centred his attention he was first aware that something watched him from among the rocks and then he made out the head of an animal as grey as the stones. Instantly all was clear in spite of that protective colouration. A wolf sat there not a hundred feet away and surveyed him without fear.

Perhaps the murder he had just witnessed had left a chill in the nerves of Kennedy, but when he saw the beast so insolently at watch within stone’s throw, he could not help remembering that he had no sign of a weapon with him except a very ineffectual little pocket knife. He picked up a rock with good, jagged edges. It fitted his hand in the most friendly way and made him feel a little better, yet he could not keep from his mind some of those childhood stories we read of famine and man-hunting wolves. Those are winter tales, but hunger can have as sharp a tooth in the desert as in the snow. He waved his rock. He shouted. The beast did not so much as lower its pointed ears.

Panic jumped up into the throat of Kennedy, but it always was an odd habit of his to try to outface fear. Besides, all logic forbade him to believe what his eyes were seeing. Generations of hunters with high-powered rifles have made the wild animals of the West as timid as birds when man is near. This calm defiance was totally incredible. So Kennedy found his long legs carrying him straight up the slope to investigate. He was by no means one of those fearless athletes who find something in themselves that may be trusted in any emergency. Instead, he was a tall, spare New England type, with the strength fitted close to the bone, and his lean face, habitually smiling in a dream, grew alert only at intervals. It was not reckless self-confidence that sent him up the hill now, but an impulse of sheer curiosity as avid as that of a child. He might be called a random investigator, but he gave to every problem a consideration as patient as science itself.

Halfway to the shoulder of the hill he paused, for he saw a blackened smudge of mud or of dried blood on the head of the beast.

Perhaps this was the explanation. Some crippling injury prevented the animal from moving. Kennedy went on again with more confidence. He was only a few steps away when the creature flung itself towards him without a snarl, with only a silent uncovering of its fangs and a bright green devil in its eyes. The spring of the spider on the lizard was not more swift, but now an invisible hand jerked the beast to the ground. A chain rattled. Through the bristling neck fur Kennedy saw a collar studded with copper.
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He was only a few steps away when the creature flung itself towards him.

 

He drew a long, sighing breath of relief and lighted a cigarette with deliberation. Another little mystery had vanished under an inquiring eye. It was not a wild animal at all. It was simply a dog on a leash whose handgrip was wedged into a rock crevice so that the poor brute could not get free. Kennedy, blowing out smoke through mouth and nose, looked into other details of the situation in a far more relaxed state of mind. In some accident the big police dog had been injured; its master had fastened it here and would return in due time.

Another man would have gone on, now, perfectly satisfied, but Kennedy was a dweller upon detail. The green murder that still shone in the eyes of the dog intrigued him. And now that it began to pant he noticed that the tongue was discoloured and thick. Something else about it seemed strange; he realised after a moment that the oddity lay in the dryness of that tongue. Not a drop of saliva seemed to brighten it.

Now that he had pored upon the central figure, for a time, Kennedy shifted his attention to the rest of the scene. A few steps up the slope appeared the mouth of a cavity, partially masked by brush. When he went to it, he saw upon the sand inside a mark as though a body had been dragged. Furthermore, there was a vague imprint near a stained patch on the ground as though at this point the dog had lain on its side, bleeding. From that place the trail of its footfalls came to the mouth of the cave, but there disappeared.

Kennedy, sitting crosslegged, brooded over the little problem through a second cigarette, for his mind worked slowly, slowly. In a pinch, for quick deductions, he was almost the worst man you could find. His mathematics were not those of a lightning calculator, but rather those of one who deliberates in the terms of a new geometry which contains an extra dimension. He was remembering, finally, that two days before there had been a violent wind-storm; some of the fine dust it carried was still in the innermost recesses of his knapsack. And now he could begin to approximate some conclusions. The dog, it seemed, had been dragged into this cavity and left lying there. At least two days before, it had roused, walked from the cave, and become fastened–by chance or by the purpose of its master–in the rock crevice. The wind-storm had erased the trail it made in leaving the cave. Now Kennedy could go still farther. The only sign of a man’s approach was his own trail, deeply marked and shadowed in the sand. No-one had been near this place for two whole days, therefore, and the dog had been caught in the rock by mere chance.

He returned to the consideration of the dog. The blood matted on its head did not entirely conceal a furrow, deeply ploughed from between the eyes to the top of the skull. And here the interest of Kennedy grew again to a fever-point. Very apparently the animal had been shot down, dragged into the cave, and left for dead. And in the world of men, how many brutes are there who will murder a dog? Furthermore, in such a spacious wilderness of sand and rocks, who would bring out a dog upon a leash? The enigma grew wider and deeper. Kennedy, dreaming his way into the dark continent of human impulses and purposes that might have inspired these strange actions, began to smile a little, as a hungry man might do, imagining a table loaded with French cookery. He was deeply content.

It might well be that the savage temper of the dog had caused someone to shoot it. As for this, Kennedy soon could find out. At least two days of bleeding and of heat had starved the animal with thirst. Kennedy took off his hat, from his canteen poured some water into it, and held it at arm’s length so that the dog, crouched at the end of its chain, barely could reach it. Instantly the poor beast was drinking. The green left its eyes. Its thick brush of a tail commenced to sweep the ground as it looked up to Kennedy with entreaty. All fear left Kennedy then. The last drop of his canteen finally went into the hat and was gone. By that time his hand was stroking the long, dusty fur. Through the thick of it his finger-tips found the great ribs, one by one. But his mind was reaching back beyond this moment to that other scene, more than two days before, when someone with a careful deliberation had shot the dog down and then, even in this untravelled wilderness, bad chosen to conceal the body. The mere facts were trivial compared with the possible motives and Kennedy was lost in the consideration of them, when the whining of the grey dog roused him. The big fellow, straining at his leash, was pointing steadily into the north-west.




CHAPTER II

UP through the pass Kennedy was led, his hand on the grip of the leash. It seemed less a trail than a hope that the dog was following, sometimes ranging from side to side, sometimes with lifted head studying the wind. It was love of the master that kept the tail a-wag and the body quivering. As he watched that eagerness the heart of Kennedy began to ache a little, for who was there in this world that yearned to be near him as this poor beast desired the scent, the touch, the closeness, the divine voice and eye of the master? That bullet fired on the hillside seemed more and more like an attempt at murder than the mere slaughter of an animal, and the purpose of Kennedy hardened with every step of the journey as steel toughens under hammering.
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Beyond the throat of the pass the country opened. In the canyons among the high hills trees appeared. Even the desert air was altered by almost imperceptible fragrances and gave a sharper, more living breath. But this wider landscape, this more capacious horizon, seemed to baffle the dog. He sat down on his haunches and, pointing his nose straight up, seemed about to howl with misery; but his sides laboured and his throat strained without the uttering of a sound. Either instinct or a strict teacher had taught him to hunt in silence. And after a moment he resumed his search.

He took a much more wandering course now, looping more and more generously from side to side, and pausing on every rise of ground to study again all the messages that came to him down the wind. Kennedy, looking back, saw that he was being drifted still in the direction of the north-west which they had followed through the pass, but he could guess that it was a blind trail. As for himself, he was perfectly helpless except, later on, to make inquiry after a man who had owned a German shepherd dog of this description. But human beings were rare in this sunburnt part of the world, and towns were separated by almost astronomical spaces. It was better to trust to the love of the dog to find the criminal, his master.

They came now into sight of a gleam of water that appeared and disappeared among the hills with a fringing of trees along the banks and green meadowlands in some of the lower places. It seemed to Kennedy that the dog must make a true line for the stream, and Kennedy’s own throat was parched by thirst; but the beast kept to his hunt with a passion and Kennedy permitted himself to be led where the dog would go.

It was his nature to commit himself to a moment utterly, and to be swallowed up by each successive event. He could almost disappear in a room filled with people, sitting in some corner where he was least in the way and, with his characteristic faint smile, drinking in all that was said, keeping himself so motionless that nothing about him stirred, for an hour at a time, except his eyes. So now he abandoned all effort to direct the dog, but let himself be drawn mindlessly here and there. That which he studied, that in which he lost himself, was the headlong devotion of the animal. He thought of love itself, calmly, for it never had come close to him; but he could not fail to realise that it was the mainspring which turns men into heroic patriots, brainless fools, high poets, tiresome bores. It is the one earthly impulse which must exist in heaven also. As for himself, there had been a few stirrings of the blood and the spirit when he was with women, but he always was too busy recognising the beginnings to permit them to develop. In a sense, he destroyed his life by too much thought, as a plant may be destroyed by too much sun. Now he studied blind love in the struggles of the dog to find his owner’s trail.

They came to a hill beyond the top of which the heads of trees were showing, beyond which also he heard a music of falling water that reminded him violently of his own thirst. The sound, therefore, gave him both pleasure and pain.

The hill was composed chiefly of a brittle, blue shale, noisy underfoot except where a little soil had collected, here and there, and permitted grass to grow. To the left, a small landslide had dropped into the narrows of a canyon, filling it several feet deep with a rubble that held several large boulders. More large stones appeared along the top of the hill, a semi-circle that looked like part of an old Indian fort. He barely had noted these details when the dog almost wrenched the leash from his hand. It began to run with nose to the ground, uttering a small, moaning noise of unutterable excitement and joy, along the very edge where the slide had commenced and where a few of the boulders had been displaced.

Back and forth, the dog hurried, studying the place so carefully that Kennedy examined it also. He even took out his enlarging glass and grew minute in his search, but all that he could see, where the boulders had been rooted, were a few marks in the rock as though made by the narrow end of a pick.

The dog lifted its head, studied the wind with eyes almost closed, like a connoisseur studying the bouquet of a wine, and then made a few tentative steps down the slide. What it started Kennedy completed. The slope was so sharp and the shale so crumbling that he found himself skidding and floundering down to the bottom of it, dragging the dog after him. There he paused to take breath, leaning on one of the large, fallen stones. But this wealth of loose, workable ground seemed to excite the dog as soft garden soil often will do. He began to scratch furiously, as Kennedy dried the sweat from his fore head and prepared to go down the canyon. A formidably deep growl brought his attention again. A shallow trench had been scraped out by the dog and it exposed some buried animal, or at least a tuft of brown hair from which the wind began to blow the dust. Something about the lightness of that hair troubled Kennedy. He leaned to look at it. He gripped a heavy stone beside the blown fur and pulled it out. The pocket he had made received a little run of the pulverised shale and as it flowed away, Kennedy saw exposed beneath the hair a human forehead, eyes half closed, and the face of a man as far down as the bridge of the nose. There was no sense of death. It was rather as though the fellow were standing there beneath the debris of the landslide lost in deep thought from which presently he would look up.

In a few moments Kennedy I had drawn up the dead man and laid him on the top of the broken shale. There was some hundred and eighty pounds of him. He was perhaps 30, a well-made six-footer dressed in a linen suit, a handsome man who seemed, by his smile, to have discovered that death was amusing, but a little contemptible. A deep abrasion on the right side of his head showed that he had died quickly, but since his face was turned in that direction he seemed at first glance quite untouched. The wound, the half-closed eyes, the smile brought up in Kennedy a rising horror; he half expected the dead to rise, to be at ease, to speak cheerfully, to go among other men, unconscious of that gaping hole in the side of the head. And all the while the sun blazed like an angry eye from a broad golden seal ring on his hand.
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