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I. THE MIRACLE MAN

From Dawson to the Bering Sea, Cobalt had no other name. The flame of his hair never won him the nickname of “Red” or “Brick.” He was only Cobalt from the beginning to the end, and this name, no doubt, was given to him by his eyes, which varied according to his temper from a dull-steel gray to an intense blue with fire behind it. Everyone knew Cobalt. He had come over the pass three years before, and for every step that he took, rumor took ten more. Lightning splashed from the feet of the running gods, and startling reports had spread like lightning from the steps of Cobalt. Many of the things which were said of him never could have been true, but he gathered mystery and an air of enchantment about him. Even what men could not believe, they wanted to believe. There is no human being who has not reveled in fairy tales, and Cobalt was a fairy tale.

He was not beautiful, but he was glorious. When one saw him, one believed, or hypnotized oneself into believing the tales that were told of him. Cobalt never verified or confirmed any of these stories. He never repeated a syllable of them, but of course he must have known about them. All of these tales were remarkable, and some of them were sheer impossibilities, but it is as well to note some of them at the beginning. Men are not what they are, but what other people think them to be. So it was with Cobalt and, in order to know him, one must know of the opinions of his peers.

They told of Cobalt that he once ate eleven pounds of beef, slept twenty hours, and then did a full man’s work in hauling for eight days without any sustenance except the bits of snow which he picked up and ate to quench his thirst. Four men attested to the truth of this tale. They said that the thing was the result of a bet, but I never have heard that they actually weighed the meat. Also I have seen eleven pounds of beef and, when cut as steaks, it makes an imposing heap. That tale of Cobalt was typical in that it showed a superhuman quality and also a half-mad, half-gay willingness to tackle anything for a bet, a jest, or a serious purpose.

It was said that once he jumped from a fifty-foot bridge and spoiled a fifty-dollar suit in order to win a one-dollar bet. This tale is among the ridiculous and impossible stories which are told of Cobalt, so that one would say that the man must have been absolutely mad to inspire such talk. However, it just happens that I was present and saw him take the dive.

It was said of Cobalt that in a traveling circus he saw a strong man lift a platform on which there was a piano, a woman playing the piano, and a small dog. The man was labeled the strongest in the world as a matter of course. Cobalt, on another bet, added to the platform another woman, another dog, and the strong man himself and lifted the entire enormous load. Of this story I have nothing to say, and I shall make very little comment upon the others. The items illustrating his strength were innumerable. It was said that he had taken a good-size steel bar and bent it into a horseshoe. This twisted bar was kept on the wall of a saloon in Circle City. Men used to look at it, shake their heads over it, and try their own petty strength in a vain effort to change its shape. They always failed and finally that bar became a rather silly legend at which men laughed.

Then one day Cobalt came back. Someone asked him to unbend the steel bar, and it was handed to him. I myself was there, and I saw the purple vein lift and swell in a straight, diagonal line in his forehead, as he bent the bar into a straight line once more. He threw it to the man who had asked him to attempt the feat, and thereafter the bar was reinstalled upon the wall. Long after, it still remained there and must have been worth a fortune to the saloon keeper, so many people went in to look at the famous bar where the metal had failed to straighten correctly. Nearly everyone handled it and tried it between his hands, or even across his knee, but no one could alter the thing.

It was said that once he hit a man and killed him with a blow to the body. That has been done before, and actually the blow of a gloved hand has killed a man in the ring, a trained heavyweight who was struck over the heart. The miraculous feature of Cobalt’s punch was that it had landed not on the left but upon the right side of the body. The blow was said to have broken three ribs. This always seemed to me one of the most incredible tales about Cobalt, but I have talked with Gene Pelham, now of Portland, Maine, and he declares that he was the physician who examined the body. He makes this report: that the man was a big Canuck with the build of a heavyweight wrestling champion and the bones to go with it. Upon the right side of the man, where the ribs spring out most boldly, there was a great purple welt and under this welt there actually were three broken ribs.

I asked the doctor if the breaking of the ribs upon the right side could have killed the man, big and strong as he was. He told me that it could hardly have been breaking of the ribs, but the effects of shock operate strangely. There was a bruise at the base of the Canuck’s skull, and the doctor felt sure that his death had been due to concussion of the brain, owing to the manner in which his head struck the floor in falling.

Another exhibit for Cobalt was a row of four whiskey bottles in the Circle City saloon. Three were empty and one was about a third full. It was solemnly declared that he had drunk all of that whiskey during a single long session in the saloon. This would have been about two-thirds of a gallon of strong whiskey. The exhibit was kept on show partly as a curiosity and partly to demonstrate the excellent quality of the red-eye which was sold in the saloon. I leave those to judge of this feat who know what a strong head is needed to resist the punishment contained in a single bottle of whiskey.

In Eagle Falls I saw a large axe blade whose head was completely buried in hardwood and the handle shattered. This had been accomplished, it was said, at a single stroke by Cobalt. I examined the head of the axe carefully, and it seemed to me that I could detect the evidences of hammering to force the axe deeper into the wood.

These anecdotes may help to prepare the reader for the state of mind through which the men of the arctic looked at Cobalt. In person he was not a giant. I never heard his exact height or weight, but he looked not an inch over six feet, and his shoulders were by no means as massive as many I have seen. In fact, there was nothing remarkable about him except when he got in action. To see him sitting, Cobalt was nothing unusual. When he spoke, there was an odd quality about his voice that made men turn their heads and women also. When he walked, his step had the quality of one about to leap away at full speed.

He came in during the early days, well before the Dawson rush. He was twenty-two when he reached Circle City, and he mined there for two years before the Bairds arrived. That was the turning point in Cobalt’s life. Most of the men who have been in Circle City can remember Henry Baird, his rosy face, his lack of eyebrows, and his wonderful luck at the mines. And even those who never saw her know all about his daughter, Sylvia.

I suppose she was what a scientist would have called a biological “sport,” a freak, a sudden throw forward from her ancestry. Certainly there appeared to be nothing of her father about her. Her hair was glistening black and fine as a spider’s web. She had black eyebrows, beautifully arched, and under the brows were blue eyes not gray blue, not sky blue, but the lustrous and unfathomable blue of the sea. She was rather small; I don’t think that a big woman could have been made so exquisitely. It was enough for me to sit at Henry Baird’s table and look at her hand alone, at the luster of the pink nails and the white glow of the skin. She was a radiant creature.

Nearly everyone in Circle City went mad about her, but I don’t think that even the most audacious thought of making love to her. She was too beautiful. Her beauty set her apart. We looked up to her as to a being of another world. We talked to her with an odd respect, as if to some famous sage or reverend divine. Then young Cobalt came in and saw her.

Some people said that he did not need to go mad, because he had always been mad. Nobody but a madman would have done the things he had accomplished or tried to accomplish. Nobody, for instance, would have driven a team of six timber wolves and treated them like dogs. So it followed, as a matter of course, when Cobalt saw the girl, he tried to scale heaven and get at her. He saw her once and went right down to see Henry Baird. Baird was new to the country, but naturally he had heard a great deal about Cobalt.

He was rather frightened when the famous young man came in, took his hand in that terrible grasp of his, and looked him in the face with those steel-gray eyes which turned to pale-blue flame when he spoke of Sylvia. However, Baird was a sensible man. He said that he had not the slightest objection to Cobalt. For his own part he hoped that his daughter would not marry a man with less than a hundred thousand and a home to offer her. Of course, a hundred thousand meant a great deal more in those days than it does now. But everything really depended upon Sylvia herself. Had Cobalt spoken to her before on the subject? Did she care for him?

Cobalt said that he hadn’t, but that he would make her care. That was how the trouble started. He went to Sylvia and spoke to her. And Sylvia laughed!

“Are you doing this on a bet, Cobalt?” she asked.




II. MODERN GAL

I can see Sylvia as she must have been that day, muffled in that fine suit of brown furs, with her lovely mouth, and her shining eyes glowing like heaven’s light through a cloud. Cobalt stared at her as no human being ever had stared at her before.

“Do that ag’in,” he said.

“What?” asked Sylvia.

“Laugh at me!”

She looked him up and down. No one ever had looked at him in such a manner before that moment no one at least in his right mind. A man did not have to know about Cobalt beforehand. His strength advertised itself, as fire is advertised by its flame. Sylvia was not afraid. Why should she be? Men were merely men! Cobalt might bend steel bars, but Sylvia had bent and molded whole brigades of young fellows and oldish fellows, too. Millions had been offered to her. She had stepped through rivers of gold and diamonds and never allowed the stuff to stick to her. She looked at Cobalt with the double strength of the proud and the good, with a spice of malice thrown in. How could she help being spiteful, when this fellow came along and dared to look at her as though she were merely a desirable girl?

“Will you slap me if I laugh?” asked Sylvia, and with that she let her laughter peal.

She had a way of putting up her chin a little and lowering her eyes when she laughed. Cobalt stood there and watched her.

“It’s good,” said Cobalt. “It’s dog-gone good. It’s like medicine to me.”

“Is it?” she inquired.

She must have widened her eyes a trifle when she heard him speak like this. If she had any wit at all, she knew that he was out of the common run of men.

“Yes,” he said, “it does me good to hear you laugh. You’re pert, aren’t you?”

“Pert?” asked Sylvia, her spirit beginning to rise toward anger.

“You know,” said Cobalt. “You’re a little sassy, but I don’t mind it. It’s spice in you.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re proud, too,” said Cobalt. “You’re proud as Lucifer. I can see that.”

“Do you always talk to people like this?” asked the girl.

“Yes. Of course, I do. How else should I talk to them?” stated Cobalt.

He meant that. He always said what he thought, straight out. Often it was a shocking thing to hear him, a brutal thing. That was why so many people savored respect for Cobalt with a good dash, not of envy, but of hate. Only a few of us endured and loved him in spite of the way he trod on our toes.

“Almost any other way,” said the girl. “Almost any other way, I should think.”

“You tell me how.”

“Why, make them happy, of course. That’s what most people try to do when they’re talking to others.”

“No,” said Cobalt, “that’s not right.”

“Don’t you think so?” questioned Sylvia, beginning to smile and freeze.

“No,” said Cobalt, “because mostly people are lying, and the ones they talk to know they’re lying.”

“Ah, and you always tell the truth?”

“Nobody could always tell the truth,” he replied, “but I try my best to do it.”

“I must have read that somewhere,” said Sylvia. “Where did you get it, Cobalt?”

“Out of my heart,” he said, as grave as you please, and pointed at his breast, as though she could look through bones and flesh if she chose. “You’ll find a lot more in there.”

“I only see a parka,” said Sylvia.

“There you go again,” said Cobalt, “but, when you’re sassy like this, you ought always to laugh.”

“Ought I?” she asked, lifting her brows to freeze him again.

But Cobalt didn’t freeze. No, no, you might as well have tried to frost the equator.

“You ought to laugh and show that you’re joking,” Cobalt told her, “because, if you’re serious, you simply need a spanking.”

“You make me feel very young,” said Sylvia, letting the temperature drop another hundred degrees toward absolute zero.

“Oh, don’t stick up your nose and look down at me. It doesn’t amuse me when I see you acting like that. You’ve learned that attitude out of your mirror, I suppose, but don’t use it on me. Don’t talk down to me because, after all, you’re only a woman.”

“I’m only a what?”

“You’re so mad now that you can hardly hear me,” went on Cobalt. “Get the cobwebs out of your mind and listen to the truth. I said that you’re only a woman and, therefore, you’ve no right to look down your nose at anybody.”

Sylvia must have nearly fainted. I know how other men were in front of her like lambs, like poor willing slaves, cluttering up the heavenly ground on which she deigned to put her feet.

“I see that you’re a profound fellow,” Sylvia said to him. “You can see at a glance that I’m only a woman. What did you expect to find me?”

“I expected to find you a good deal better than you are,” he said. “I saw only the shine of you from a distance. Now that I get up close, I see that the wick needs a lot of trimming.”

“You men,” Sylvia said as sardonic as you please, “are such masters. Of course, women always look up to such wonderful–”

“Don’t do that,” urged Cobalt. “If you talk like that, I’ll begin to despise you so much that I’ll never look at you again. There’s not much to women, you know. There’s almost nothing–except loving ‘em.”

“True,” said Sylvia, beginning to shake a little in the fury that was gripping her. “Of course, we’re just mirrors, and nothing else. Mirrors for the parents, then for the great husband, then for the children. Is that it?”

“You mighty well know it’s true,” said Cobalt, “though, just now, I see that you’re ready to scratch my eyes out.”

“Not at all. I was only about to remark that my time is not entirely my own.”

“No,” said Cobalt, “that’s true. A good part of it is mine.”

“Ah?” said Sylvia, blinking a little, beginning to think him mad.

“Of course it is. One of these days, Sylvia, if you turn out to be half what I think of you, I’m going to marry you.”

“I’m astonished and delighted,” she said, forcing herself to smile at him again in such a way that any other man would have backed up as if from a tiger’s claws. “Are you really going to marry me, Cobalt–I don’t know any other name to give you, you know.”

He merely grinned at her. “You handle a whip pretty well, but you can’t cut me through the skin with your little turns and flips of the tongue. It won’t do any good to flog me with ironies, Sylvia.”

“As if I would attempt such a thing! Of course, I don’t know what you mean, Cobalt, but then a woman never understands more than a part of what a man says. She only sees the feet of the god, I dare say.”

“You’ve got a lot of stuff in you, but you need to be taken apart and put together again.”

“Poor Dad. He’ll be terribly upset when he hears that I have to be brought up all over again.”

“I like you better and better.” Cobalt was grinning again.

“Oh, how can you!” exclaimed Sylvia, putting her two little hands together in admiration.

“Dog-gone you’re a feast for me. I could spend my life eating you, sauce and all, and spite, and malice, and thorny ironies, and all of that. Now let’s get down to brass tacks.”

“You mean, to name the wedding day?”


“That’s the main idea. Your father says that your husband ought to have a home for you and a hundred thousand dollars. Now, what do you want?”

“I only want a great, big, wonderful, masterful man.”

“You’re going to be mastered, all right,” said Cobalt. “Is that all you want?”

“Oh, yes. Just somebody I can look up to.”

“You can look up to me, Sylvia. You can stand on your tiptoes, and still you’ll have to look up.”

She teetered up on her toes. “My gracious, you’re right. I dare say that you’re always right!”

“I’ll have a hundred per cent average with you.”

“Then I suppose that we’ll have to be married at once. I can hardly wait and, of course, you have the lovely home and the hundred thousand waiting for us?”

“You she-wolf!” replied Cobalt, his grin flashing down at her. “I have a dog team, some dried fish, and my two hands. I’m going to rip that hundred thousand out of the ground this year.”

“Oh, Cobalt,” she asked, “do we have to wait a whole year?”

She made sad eyes at him. Cobalt drank it all in.

“What kind of a house do you want?” he asked her.

“Oh, for myself, just anything would do, but I’d never be happy unless I knew that my husband had the right surroundings. I wouldn’t set a diamond in base metal. There’d have to be a night park for him to walk in when he’s in the garden in the evening with his own thoughts. A good library for his study. Or do you need to study any more, Cobalt?”

“Go on,” said Cobalt. “You write down the items, and I’ll add up.”

“Then you’d want two or three good servants to look after you properly, and a maid to dress me because I’d have to appear as well as possible in the eyes of such a husband. We’d need rooms for those servants, of course, and a good dining room because a little dining room is so stuffy and lacks dignity.”

“Go on.”

“Well, you can fill out the rest a great deal better than I can. The stables, the horses and such things–you would know exactly what to have. You’d need more, but three or four good hunters are about all that I would have, unless you wished to be too generous. But for myself I wouldn’t want jewels.”

“No?”

“Oh, no, nothing to speak of. Just a few nice, big, simple stones. Not emeralds. Oh, no! They’re too expensive. I like rubies better myself. Just a few to help me catch your eye when you’re losing yourself in meditations, you know.”

“Now I begin to see the picture.”

“Of course you do,” said Sylvia, giving him a smile of childish adoration. “I shouldn’t have said a thing. You would have known from the first, ever so much better than I do.”

“Well,” said Cobalt, “what do you think?”

“Why, I wouldn’t try. I’d just leave all of that to you, dear! I know it won’t take you long to make enough.”

“Not long at all. Good bye for a little while, Sylvia.”

He held out his arms to her. And she? Why, she stepped right inside them and let him kiss her. Then she followed him to the door and told him that she could hardly wait. That’s the sort of stuff of which she was made.




III. THE LIGHTNING WARRIOR

Cobalt went down to the saloon and staked his dog team against six hundred dollars as a start. Before the next morning, he had won forty thousand dollars. He took a week spending that money. None of it went in dissipation. Everything was sunk in the preparation to get more gold out of the earth. Then he disappeared from Circle City and went to the diggings.

Everyone knew about that conversation he had had with Sylvia Baird. That talk was so typical of Cobalt that people could not help repeating the details of it and laughing heartily. They even asked Sylvia about it, and Sylvia would laugh in turn. But Circle City stopping laughing, and so did Sylvia Baird, when it was learned that Cobalt was organizing his expedition and hiring many hands. Circle City stopped smiling because it very well knew that, when Cobalt bent his energies in any direction, the time for foolish comment had ended. I think that Sylvia began to worry almost at once.

I saw her shortly after Cobalt went into the wilderness, and I chatted with her a little about Cobalt. Her way of putting the thing was characteristic.

“I hear that Cobalt is a great friend of yours,” I said.

“Friend?” replied Sylvia. “Oh, not at all. I’ve only met him once, you know. Yet he means a good deal to me.”

“Does he?” I asked.

“Yes. Because he’s going to marry me it appears.”

“Great Scott! That’s exciting!”

“Isn’t it?”

She joked about it so openly that everyone could speak of it freely, but all the while she was uneasy. I could see that because I had come to know her very well.

“Suppose,” she said one day, “that Cobalt should come back from the mines with a fortune and hold me to my joke?”

“Then he would have a chance to do the laughing,” I said.

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“Are you serious?” I replied.

“I’m frightened, a little. For once he gets a thing into his head–”

There was one comfort, and that lay in the reports that came back to us. Cobalt and his crew were tearing up the ground and getting hardly a taste of color. In the meantime Circle City had something that drowned out even Cobalt as a topic of interest, and that was the appearance of a white wolf the Indians were said to have named the Lightning Warrior for so swiftly did he attack and parry. Having seen him, I can give an authentic account of his looks. He was closer to a bear in bulk than to a wolf. Those who know wolves realize that it is a goodish-size beast that has a footprint four inches across. When it is a giant, it has a spread of five inches. There have been some half fabulous reports from time to time of wolves with paws of more than five inches’ measurement; but the Lightning Warrior of Circle City marked out a six-inch circle as he put down his paw. This I know because I measured the thing myself, not once but twenty times.

A wolf which makes a four-inch track is big enough to cause plenty of trouble. Swell the beast to the dimensions of the Lightning Warrior and the dangerous possibilities are multiplied by ten. When I saw that fellow standing in front of a wall of brush, with the wind ruffling his mane, he looked to me like the god of wolves. His whiteness was the amazing thing, the incredible thing. He shone as snow shines. His eyes and his tongue were bloodstains in the fluffing radiance. One hears of white wolves very often, but usually they are the color of coffee and milk or simply a dirty yellow, but this lord of wolves was entirely and purely white.

He called himself forcibly to the attention of Circle City and, having stepped to the center of the stage, he remained there. He turned himself into a frightful plague through his appetite which was for dogs. He would eat anything with no more conscience than fire, but his regular diet was dogs. Even for wolves a diet of Eskimo Huskies seems rather tough, for Huskies are themselves nine-tenths wolf. In the dog teams working from Circle City, there were more than a few pure-blood wolves pulling at the lines. However, the Lightning Warrior did not spare them. Anything which had been tainted by the hand of man was especially delightful to him. He cared not so long as the animal was large enough to make him a few mouthfuls.

There were in Circle City some Mackenzie Huskies that were twice the size of the average wolf and that were twice as hardy as well, for they were kept in the pink of condition by hard labor and spare feeding. A Mackenzie Husky will hamstring a horse or a cow as neatly as ever a wolf could do the same job. A Mackenzie Husky fights like a wolf, fencing for an opening, cutting and slashing as with a saber. Nevertheless, Joe Frazer saw two Huskies of the biggest type, weighing well over a hundred and fifty pounds apiece, slaughtered by that white plague, the Lightning Warrior.

At the time, Joe carried no gun. He could merely shout and run toward the fight from a distance, but long before he arrived the throats of the two dogs were cut. Joe said that the wolf seemed twice the size of the dogs. We knew this could not be. I suppose it was action which magnified the apparent size of the monster, that and the results of his daring play. He fought right on until Joe Frazer was almost on the spot. Then the Lightning Warrior gave the coup de grâce to the second of the Huskies, standing with a forepaw on each of the dead bodies and defying Joe with a look to come on.

Joe was not a fool. When he saw the silent snarl of that brute, he started backing up, and the infernal creature at once came stalking after him, sliding along on its stomach. Joe had only a hunting knife. He drew this out, but he said he would just as soon have faced a lion, armed with a stiletto, as to face that white beast with a mere hunting knife in his hand. He began to shout. Every time he yelled, the wolf paused a little and looked off at Joe’s house in the distance.

Finally, the shouts of Joe got to the ear of Jim Bridger, who was Joe’s partner, and Bridger came running out with a rifle in his hands. When the Lightning Warrior saw the rifle, he turned and went for distance and more air. Joe Frazer said that the animal started so fast and worked so hard to get into the middle of the horizon that he left a moan of effort in the air behind him. Certainly he faded out so fast that Bridger could not even attempt to shoot. At any rate Bridger was a strange fellow, and he did not shoot on principle. I heard him talk the thing over with Joe Frazer.

“You might have winged him,” Frazer insisted.

Bridger answered: “Nothing told me to shoot at him.”

“Nothing told you?” shouted Frazer. “Wasn’t I there howling my head off to make you shoot at that white lump of murder?”

“No voice inside of me told me to shoot,” said Bridger. “There’s no good in taking a crack at any wolf unless you’ve got guidance.”

“You talk like a crazy man,” said Frazer.

Perhaps Bridger was a little touched on the subject, but he remained as sober as you please and swore that nobody in Circle City would get a bullet into the Lightning Warrior until it pleased the beast to permit the shooting. People laughed at Bridger, and very rightly after he had said this. When Bridger saw people laugh, he grew hot with anger. He actually made a standing bet that nobody in Circle City would shoot or trap the Lightning Warrior. He bet a hundred ounces of gold dust on the proposition.

A hundred ounces, at seventeen dollars an ounce, made pretty good pay for a small job. When people heard that Bridger was in earnest and actually had put up the sack at the saloon, they started to work their heads off to get that wolf. For a few days they burned up ammunition, but none of the bullets grazed the Lightning Warrior. Bridger used to hear the stories with a faint sneer.

“None of you will ever get him,” he swore.

He began to grow complacent. I think that the wolf had been half a joke to him at the first, but now it more than justified all that he ever had claimed for it. So Bridger erected the thing into a mystery. He no longer smiled when the Lightning Warrior was mentioned, but he would put on a profound and understanding air and shake his head a few times, and he was apt to leave the room if people persisted in the subject. Then came the Morrissey affair, and after that the subject of the wolf was taboo with everyone.




IV. TRAILED BY A GHOST

Morrissey, a big, powerful Irishman, had gone out from Circle City with a string of eight dogs, practically a double freight team. The Lightning Warrior went with him. He ate dogs one by one, killing them in the night. At last, Morrissey slept with the remaining in a huddle about him, the four wedging closely together. He did not need to tell them why he wanted them there. They seemed to know. The dread of the monster was in the air, and they had breathed it.

A dog was killed that very night. Poor Morrissey heard the crunching of its neck bones under the teeth of the beast as he awakened from a sound sleep and saw the Lightning Warrior go off, bearing the body of the Husky trailing from his jaws. After that Morrissey tried to keep awake all the way back to Circle City, but he was eight days out and, of course, he failed. He dropped all but one sled, and he put out at full speed with his remaining three dogs. Two days later, he dropped into a brief slumber after a halt. He was wakened by a wild outburst and saw his three dogs banded valiantly together, facing the white killer. They might as well have tried to escape from death itself. The Lightning Warrior stopped playing when he saw the man waken. He broke the neck of the leader and, when the other dogs backed away, the wolf went off with its profits. This all had happened far too rapidly for Morrissey to intervene.

A day or two later, the Lightning Warrior no longer kept out of sight. He was always to the right and a little ahead of the sled team. He seemed to poor Morrissey as big as a lion, and a thousand times more diabolical. As Morrissey was staggering along, half dead for the lack of sleep, that infernal brute ran in and killed his seventh victim right under the eyes of the driver! Then Morrissey had only one dog, and he lightened the sled to skeleton proportions and made the burst of the last two days toward Circle City.

The first day the last remaining sled dog was struck down by the white lightning. On the final march which he made without a pack of any kind, with nothing to eat except a few tea leaves to crumble between his teeth, that fiend of a Lightning Warrior followed him closely, followed him with an increasing interest, until Morrissey felt sure that the diet list of the Lightning Warrior would be soon varied with flesh other than that of dogs. He managed to keep his eyes open but, when he pushed open the door of the saloon and staggered in among us, I can assure you that Morrissey was a very sick-looking man.

He was white and shaking, and he poured off three shots of that stifling whiskey, one after the other. Somebody asked Morrissey why he was so pale, and Morrissey asked the other how he would look if he had been jogging across country with a demon to dog his steps? Morrissey went quite out of his head when he talked about it. It was a month before he was sound mentally, and we used to have to sit and listen to him raving in the wildest way.

Poor Morrissey! He recovered his mental balance, finally, but he had been very hard hit. From being the most openhearted, cheerful fellow imaginable, he became sullen and morose nor would he have anything to do with his oldest friends. After the Morrissey business, the hunting of the white plague became a passion with everyone. The town combined. Rifles, poison, traps of all kinds, lures and baits of all descriptions were employed. The townsmen worked together. I helped during the hunting on many a bitter day and night.

This whole episode made a terrific impression upon all of us in Circle City. Men had carried weapons before in the hope of getting a chance at the Lightning Warrior and the hundred ounces. Now, when we went armed, I think that none of us really wanted to encounter the brute, no matter how good the light for shooting. I won’t go so far as to say that a single wolf had terrorized the entire community, but it was something very akin to a panic that gripped the men of the town. I can look back clearly to my own emotions of the moment and remember that the last thing I wanted was an opportunity to win the hundred ounces of the reward.

If it had not been for the Lightning Warrior, we would have talked about nothing but Cobalt and Sylvia Baird until the following season, but the Lightning Warrior first divided our attention, and then he practically monopolized it. We had to rub our eyes when Cobalt suddenly turned up one day with five of his crew at his side. He had brought twelve hundred pounds of nuggets and dust from the diggings!

The few of us who were not at the mines at the moment went half mad when we heard of this bonanza. Cobalt gave up his claims now that he had his money. He said that three mule packs of gold dust were enough for any man, and I suppose that he was right. At any rate other people went out to work on the very spot where Cobalt had found his fortune, and they collected exactly nothing at all. It had been more luck than skill. He had struck some rich pockets. When they were emptied, there was little more than a trace of the right color remaining.

One can imagine the excitement in Circle City now. For here was Cobalt back among us, his pockets filled with gold. Yonder was lovely Sylvia Baird who had told him, in jest or in madness, that she would marry him when he could give her certain things. To be sure, he was not rich now, but he had enough assured him to make certain of a pleasant home.

I remember that we looked upon Cobalt with a gasp of new surprise. We talked the matter over among us, and we decided that, if the girl had asked for a crown of diamonds, Cobalt would have ripped open the earth with his bare hands until he found it. We had faith in him before. We had an infinite faith in him now.

He spent two days in resting, that is to say in drinking! The two terms were synonymous with Cobalt as with most of the other miners, but he had a head of well riveted armor-plate, and there was no addling him with alcohol. At the end of the two days he went to call on Sylvia Baird.

She was ready for him. At least she was as well prepared as a human being can be before meeting a giant like Cobalt. She told him how wonderful he was. When he named the weight of the dust he had brought in from the mines, she considered it and decided that the income from such a sum, well invested, would just about do to house her wonderful husband properly.

On this day snow was falling. The flakes whirled with a stifling thickness outside the window, and it seemed that the world had been clapped into a flour sack and well shaken with the dust. Sylvia kept poking at the window and scratching designs on it. Cobalt sat in the opposite corner of the room and watched her like a wolf. He knew perfectly well what she was thinking, and she knew that he knew. Their conversations were the oddest games in the world.

For instance, when her father came in, Sylvia said: “Look, look, Father! Here’s Cobalt back from the mines and quite a rich man now. Have you met my father, Cobalt? Oh, yes, on the day you asked him if you could marry me. Sit down, Father, and talk to Cobalt a little and feast your eyes on him. He’s looking a little thinner, don’t you think, the poor dear! You’ve had some frostbite in that poor red nose of yours, Cobalt.”

Henry Baird tried to break through the air of banter and mockery between that pair. “Look here, Sylvia,” he said, “I want to know how seriously you are taking this whole affair?”

“Seriously?” cried Sylvia. “Good heavens, Father, of course I can’t be anything but serious. Not considering the opportunity that’s been cast in my path. Father, you don’t suppose–oh, this will amuse Circle City. This will fairly dissolve Cobalt with laughter–to think that any woman could even dream for a single moment of refusing to marry him!”

Cobalt stuck out his jaw more than a trifle, but he did not answer this scoffer. Henry Baird looked sharply at the younger man.

“Cobalt,” he said, “is this a game with you, too? Or are you really serious?”

“Mister Baird,” Cobalt stated, “I’m going to play it the way she wants. If she wants to laugh at me, she can keep right on laughing up the steps to the altar because that’s where I’ll lead her one of these days.”

“Of course you will,” said that little imp of a Sylvia. “Of course, you’ll lead me to the altar, if you want to. Oh, Cobalt, when I think of the number of girls whose hearts will break that day. When you think of it, Cobalt, how can you be so cruel to them all? Oh, the poor things! They can’t help loving you, Cobalt. They can’t help it any more than I can help it. You ought to know that.”

“Go on. Go right on, Sylvia,” said Cobalt. “I like the taste of you today better than ever. I like to sit down and close my eyes and just listen and pretend to myself that you’re a man, after all, and big enough for me to put my hands on you.”

“That’s what I call real love, Father,” commented the girl. “He cares for me so much that sometimes he thinks I’m as important as a man. Oh, Cobalt, what a delightful flatterer you are. Did you ever hear anything like it, Father?”

“I never heard anything like you, Sylvia,” replied her father sternly.

“It’s Cobalt who inspires me,” said Sylvia. “You can’t expect me to remain ordinary when such a man as Cobalt has noticed me. You can’t expect that, can you?”

“Sylvia,” returned her father, “you ought to be whipped and put to bed without supper. Cobalt, I don’t know exactly your attitude, but I’m ashamed of the way Sylvia is acting.”

“Yeah,” agreed Cobalt, “she’s acting, all right, but one of these days she’ll find that I’m up there on the stage with her and signed for life in the same company. That’s what I’m waiting for. Sylvia, what do you want for an engagement ring?”

She held out one of her lovely hands. “I never wear rings, my dear,” she said, “but I’ll tell you what I’d simply adore.”

“Tell me then,” said Cobalt.

“I’d be charmed to have the skin of the Lightning Warrior, Cobalt, without the marks of trap teeth, or knife, or bullet on any part of him,” stated the girl.




V. STALKING

Some imp must have stolen into the mind of Sylvia. Otherwise, she never could have conceived such an idea. To capture the Lightning Warrior was almost fabulously difficult. The best hunters and trappers of Circle City, where all men could hunt and trap a little, had tried in vain, tempted by that offer of the two thousand dollar reward. But, to capture him without either traps or bullets or knives, this was preposterous!

Cobalt, as he listened to her, watched her deep blue eyes intently. He stood there like a stone, staring, while Baird was saying: “That’s a foolish remark, Sylvia. As if a man could go out into the wilderness and capture the white beast bare-handed!”

“Oh, Father,” said Sylvia, clasping her hands together in mock admiration of Cobalt, “you don’t know what he can do. He himself hardly knows. No other man can match the things that he does. Do you think that he will shrink from a little thing like this?”

Cobalt asked: “Is that the price mark on the tag?”
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