168

THE COLONIST

Fepruary, 1893,

Do Scck their Meat from God.

Ono side of the ravino wus in darkness. The
darkness wos rich and soft, suggesting thick
foltage, Along tho crest of the slope tree-topd
camo into view—great pines and hemlocks of
the ancient unviolated forest—revenled agaianst
the orange disk of a full moon just rising, The
low rays slanting through the moveless tops
lit strang ly the upper portion of the opposite
steep — the western wall of the raviue,
barren, unlike its fellow, bossed with great
rocky projections, and harsh with stuated
junipers, Out of the sluggich dark that lay
along the ravine as ia o trough, rose the braw!
of a swollan, obstructed stream.

Out of a shadowy Lollow behind a long white
rock, on the lower edge of that part of the
stecp which lny in the meonlight, came sofily a
great panther. In common daylight his coas
would have shown a warm fulvous hue, but in
tho elfish decolourising rays of that half hidden
moon he seemed to wear a sort of apectral grey.
He lifted his smooth round head to gaze on the
increasing flame, which gprescatly he greeted
with a shrill cry. That terrible cry, at oace
pleintive and mebacing, with an undertone
like the fierce protestations of a saw bencath
the file, was a summons to his mate, declaring
that tho hour had come when they should seek
their prey. IFrom the lair behind the rock,
whero the cubs were beiog suckled by their
dam, came no immedizte answer. Oaly a
pair of crows, that bad their best in a giant
fir tree acruss the gulf, woke up and croaked
harshly their indignation,  Theso three sum.
mers past they had bLuilt in the same 3pot,
aud had been nigh:ly awalicaed to vent the
same ratpiag complainte.

The panther walked restlessly up and down,
half & score of paces cach way, along the edge
of the shadow; keeping his wide-open green
eyes upon thke rising light.  His short, muscu-
lar tail twitched impatienily, but he made
no tound. Soon the breadth of confused
brightness had spread itsclf farther down the
steep, disclosing the foo: of the whito rock,
and the Loues and antlers of a deer which had
been dragged thither and devoured.

By this time the cubs had made their meal,
and their dam was ready for sach enterprise as
must be accomplished ere her owa hunger, now
grown savage, could hope to be assuaged. She
glided supplely forth irto the glimmer, raised
her head, and screamed at the moon i a voice
as terrible as her mate’s.  Again the crows
etirred, croaking harshly ; end the two beasts,
noisclessly monuting the steep, stole into the
shadows of the forett that clothed the high
platcau.

The panthers were fieree with hunger. Theso
two days past their huuting had beea well nigh
{ruitlcss. What acan? prey they had sldin had
for tho most part Leen devoured by the female;
for had she not those small blind cuba at home
to ncusish, who #oon moat suffer at any lack of
hera?  Tho settlements of late had been mak.
ing great inroads on the werld of ancient for-
eat, driving before them the decr and smaller
game. Hence the sharp hunger of tho pan-
ther parents, and heree it camo tbat on this
night they huated together. They purposed
to atcal upon tho scttlements in theirsleep, avd
tako tribute of the enzmics’® flocks.

Through the dark of tho thick woods, here
and thero pierced by the moonlight, they mov-
ed swiltly aud silently. Now and againa dry
twig would snap beneath the  discreet
and padded foatfall, Now -and again.
as they rustled some low tree, a peweo
or a nuthatch weuld give a  startled
chirp. For an hour the noieeless journoy-
ing continued, and ever and aaon tho two grey
sinuous shap>s would come for a moment into
the view of the now well risen moon. Suddenly
there fell upon their cars, far off and faint, but
clearly defined against the vast stillness of tho
northern forest, a sound swhich made those
stcalthy hunters pause and hft theic heads. It
was the voice of a child crying—crying long and
loud, hogelessly, as if there were no ong by to
comfort it. ‘Che pantherz turned aside from
their former course and glided toward the
sound. They were not yet come to the out-
skirts of tho sciticment, but they kaew of a
solitary cabin lying in the thick of the woods a
mile and wore from the nearest neighbour.
‘Faither they bent their way, fired with fierco
hope. Soon would they break theic bitter
fast.

Up to noin of the previous day the loaely
cabio had been occupicd.  Then its owner, o
shiftlees fellow, who spent his days for the most
part at the corper tavern, three miles distant,
had suddenly grown disgusted with & land
wherein one must work to live, and had betak-
en himself, with his scven year old Loy to seck
someo more indolent clime.  Duriog the laog,
lonely days when his father was away at the
tavers, the little boy had been wont to visit the
house of the next aneighbour, to play with a
child of eome five summers, who had no other
playmate.  Tac next neighbour was a prosp:r-
ous pionscr, b:ing master of a substantial fiame
house in tho midst of alacge acnd well.tilled
clearing. At times, though ravely, because it
was forbidden, the younger child would make
his way by a rough wood road to visit this pror
little disreputable playmate. At length is had
appeared that the five year-0ld was laraing
unsavory langusge from the clder boy, who
rarely had an opperiunity of heariog specch
morc desirable.  To the bitter grief of both
childreu, the compauionthip had at leagth been
stapped by unalterable decree of the master of
the frame house,

Hence it had come (o piss that the little boy
was unaware of his comrade's departare,
Yielding at last to an cager longing for that
comsade, he had stolen away late in the after.
uoon, traversed with cndless misgivings the
lonely stretch of wood road, and reached the
cabin,only to fied it empy. The door, op its
leathern hinges,swung idly open. The ¢ne room
had beea strinped of its fow poor furnishings.
After looking in the rickety shed, whenco
darted two witd and hawklike chickens, the
chill had seated himself on the hacked thres.
hold, and 20bbed passisnately with a grief that
he did not fully comprehead.  Taca secing the
shadows lengthen across the tiny clearing, he
had growa afraid to start for home. As the
dusk gathered, he had creps trembling iGto the
cabin, whose door would not astay shut. \When
it grow quite dark, ho crouched in the iomoat
corner of the roow, desperats with fear and
looliness, and lifted ap his voice pitcously.

From time to timo his lamentatioas would be
choked by sobs, or he would grow breathless,
and iu the terrifying silenco would listen hard
to hear if any one or any thivg were coming.
Then again would the shrill childish wailings
urise, sturtling the uuexpectant night, and
picrsing the forest depths, even to tho ears
of thoso great beasts which had set forth to
seck their meat from God.

The loncly cabin stood some dittance, per-
hsps a quarter of a mile, back from the high-
way connecting tho settlemeuts., Along this
main road a man was plodding wearily. All
day he had been walkiog, and nowas ho neared
home his steps began to quicken with anticipa-
tion of rest. Over hie shoulder projected a
double.barrelled fonling-piece, from which was
slung a bundle of such nccessities as he had
purchased in town that morning. It was the
prospzrous settier, the master of the frame
house. Iis mare being with foal, ho had
chosen to make the journey on foot.

The scttler passed the mouth of the wood
road leading to tho cabin. 1o had gone per-
haps a furlong beyond when his ears were
startled by the sound of a child crying in the
the woods. He stopped, lowered his burden to
the road, and stood straining cars and eyes in
tho direction of the sound. It was just at this
time that the two panthers also stopped, and
lifted their heads to listen. Their cars were
keener than those of the man, aud the sound
bad reached them from a greater distance.

Presently thesettler realized whence the cries
werce coming. He called to mind the cabin;
but he did not know the cabin’s owner had de-
parted. Hecherished a hearty contempt for the
drunken squatter; snd on the drucken squat-
ter’s child he looked with small favour, espe-
cially as a playmate for his own boy. Never-
theless he  hesitated before resuming his
journey.

¢ Poor little devil ¥ he muttered, hslf in
wrath. ‘I reckon his precious father’s drunk
down at ‘the Corners,’ and him crying for
loncliness "' Then he reshouldered his burden
and strodo on deggedly.

But louder, shriller, more hopeless and more
appealing, arose the childish voice, and the
scttler paused agais, irresolute and with
deepening indignation. In his fancy he saw
the stcaming supper his wife would have
awaiting him. He loathed the thought of re-
tracing his stepe, and then stumbling a quarter
of a mile tkrough the stumps and bog of the
wood road. e was foot-sore, as well as hun-
gry, and ho curzed the vagabond equatter
with serious emphasis; but in that wailiog
was a terror that would not let him gooa. He
thought of his own little one left in sucha
position, and straightway his heart melted. He
turned, dropped his bundle bebind some bush-
es, grasped bis gon, and nade speed back for
the cabin.

*“Who knows,” ho said to himself, “‘but that
drunken idiot has lefs his youugater without o
bite to eat in the whole miserablo shanty 7 OQr
maybe he's locked out, and the poor little beg-
3ar’s ball scared to death. Sounds as if ho was
scared ;" and at this thonght thesettler quick-
coed his pace.

As the hungry panthers drow near the cabis,
aund the crics of the lonely child grow clearer,
they hastened theic steps, and their eyes open-
ed fo a wider circle, flaming with a grecner



