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MY BROTHER

EDGAR C. RAINE

who knew the Lights of Dawson when they
were a magnet to the feet of those answer-
ing the call of Adventure, who mushed the
Yukon Trail from its headwaters to Bering
Sea, who still finds in the Frozen North the
Romance of the Last Frontier.
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The Yukon Trail

CHAPTER I

< ”»

GOING "IN

Tue midnight sun had set, but in a crotch
between two snow-peaks it had kindled a vast
caldron from which rose a mist of jewels, gar-
net and turquoise, topaz and amethyst and opal,
all swimming in a sea of molten gold. The glow
of it still clung to the face of the broad Yukon,
as a flush does to the soft, wrinkled cheek of a
girl just roused from deep sleep.

Except for a faint murkiness in the air it was
still day. There was light enough for the four
men playing pinochle on the upper deck, though
the women of their party, gossiping in chairs
grouped near at hand, had at last put aside
their embroidery. The girl who sat by her-
self at a little distance held a magazine still
open on her lap. If she were not reading, her
attitude suggested it was less because of the
dusk than that she had surrendered herself to
the spell of the mysterious beauty which for
this hour at least had transfigured the North to
a land all light and atmosphere and color.
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Gordon Elliot had taken the boat at Pierre’s
Portage, fifty miles farther down the river. He
had come direct from the creeks, and his im-
pressions of the motley pioneer life at the gold-
diggings were so vivid that he had found an iso-
lated corner of the deck where he could scribble
them in a notebook while still fresh.

But he had not been too busy to see that the
girl in the wicker chair was as much of an
outsider as he was. Plainly this was her first
trip in. Gordon was a stranger in the Yukon
country, one not likely to be over-welcome
when it became known what his mission was.
It may have been because he was out of the pic-
ture himself that he resented a little the exclusion
of the young woman with the magazine. Cer-
tainly she herself gave no evidence of feeling
about it. Her long-lashed eyes looked dreamily
across the river to the glowing hills beyond.
Not once did they turn with any show of in-
terest to the lively party under the awning.

From where he was leaning against the deck-
house Elliot could see only a fine, chiseled pro-
file shading into a mass of crisp, black hair, but
some quality in the detachment of her person-
ality stimulated gently his imagination. He
wondered who she could be. His work had taken
him to frontier camps before, but he could not
place her as a type. The best he could do
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was to guess that she might be the daughter of
some territorial official on her way in to join
him.

A short, thick-set man who had ridden down
on the stage with Elliot to Pierre’s Portage
drifted along the deck toward him. He wore the
careless garb of a mining man in a country which
looks first to comfort.

“Bound for Kusiak?” he asked, by way of
opening conversation.

“Yes,” answered Gordon.

The miner nodded toward the group under
the awning. “That bunch lives at Kusiak.
They’ve got on at different places the last two
or three days — except Selfridge and his wife,
they’ve been out. Guess you can tell that from
hearing her talk — the little woman in red with
the snappy black eyes. She’s spillin’ over with
talk about the styles in New York and the cab-
arets and the new shows. That pot-bellied little
fellow in the checked suit is Selfridge. He is
Colby Macdonald’s man Friday.”

Elliot took in with a quickened interest the
group bound for Kusiak. He had noticed that
they monopolized as a matter of course the best
places on the deck and in the dining-room. They
were civil enough to outsiders, but their man-
ner had the unconscious selfishness that often
regulates social activities. It excluded from their
3
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gayety everybody that did not belong to the
proper set.

“That sort of thing gets my goat,” the miner
went on sourly. “Those women over there have
elected themselves Society with a capital S.
They put on all the airs the Four Hundred do
in New York. And who the hell are they any-
how? — wives to a bunch of grafting politicians
mostly.”

From the casual talk that had floated to him,
with its many little allusions punctuating the
jolly give-and-take of their repartee, Elliot
guessed that their "ves had the same back-
ground of tennis, dinners, hops, official gossip,
and business. They evidently knew one another
with the intimacy that comes only to the seg-
ment of a small community shut off largely from
the world and forced into close social relations.
No doubt they had loaned each other money
occasionally, stood by in trouble, and gossiped
back and forth about their shortcomings and
family skeletons even as society on the outside
does.

“That’s the way of the world, is n’t it? Our
civilization is built on the group system,” sug-
gested Elliot.

“Maybeso,” grumbled the miner. “But I
hate to see Alaska come to it. Me, I saw this
country first in '97 — packed an outfit in over
4
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the Pass. Every man stood on his own hind legs
then. He got there if he was strong — mebbe;
he bogged down on the trail good and plenty if
he was weak. We did n’t have any of the artifi-
cial stuff then. A man had to have the guts to
stand the gaff.”

“I suppose it was a wild country, Mr. Strong.”

The little miner’s eyes gleamed. “Best coun-
try in the world. We did n’t stand for anything
that was n’t on the level. It was a poor man’s
country — wages fifteen dollars a day and
plenty of work. Everybody had a chance. Any-
body could stake a claim and gamble on his luck.
Now the big corporations have slipped in and
grabbed the best. It ain’t a prospector’s propo-
sition any more. Instead of faro banks we’ve
got savings banks. The wide-open dance hall
has quit business in favor of moving pictures.
And, as I said before, we’ve got Society.”

“All frontier countries have to come to it.”

“Hmp! In the days I’'m telling you about
that crowd there could n’t ’a’ hustled meat to
fill their bellies three meals. Parasites, that’s
what they are. They’re living off that bunch
of roughnecks down there and folks like ’em.”

With a wave of his hand Strong pointed to a
group of miners who had boarded the boat with
them at Pierre’s Portage. There were about a
dozen of the men, for the most part husky,
b
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heavy-set foreigners. They had been drinking,
and were in a sullen humor. Elliot gathered from
their talk that they had lost their jobs because
they had tried to organize an incipient strike in
the Frozen Gulch district.

“Roughnecks and booze-fighters — that’s all
they are. But they earn their way. Not that
I blame Macdonald for firing them, mind you,”
continued the miner.

“Were they working for Macdonald?”

“Yep. His superintendent up there was too
soft. These here Swedes got gay. Mac hit the
trail for Frozen Gulch. He hammered his big
fist into the bread-basket of the ringleader and
said, ‘Git!” That fellow’s running yet, I'll bet.
Then Mac called the men together and read the
riot act to them. He fired this bunch on the
boat and was out of the camp before you could
bat an eye. It was the cleanest hurry-up job I
ever did see.”

“From what I've heard about him he must
be a remarkable man.”

“He’s the biggest man in Alaska, bar none.’

This was a subject that interested Gordon
Elliot very much. Colby Macdonald and his
activities had brought him to the country.

“Do you mean personally — or because he
represents the big corporations?”

“Both. His word comes pretty near being

6
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law up here, not only because he stards for the
Consolidated, but because he’s one man from
the ground up. I ain’t any too strong for that
New York bunch of capitalists back of Mac,
but I’ve got to give it to him that he’s all there
without leaning on anybody.”

“I’ve heard that he’s a domineering man —
rides roughshod over others. Is that right, Mr.
Strong?”

“He’s a bear for getting his own way,”” grinned
the little miner. “If you won’t get out of his
road he peels your hide off and hangs it up to
dry. But I can’t help liking him. He’s big every
way you take him. He’ll stand the acid, Mac
will.”

“Do you mean that he’s square — honest?”

“You’ve said two things, my friend,” an-
swered Strong dryly. “He’s square. If he tells
you anything, don’t worry because he ain’t put
down his John Hancock before a notary. He’ll
see it through to a finish — to a fighting finish
if he has to. Don’t waste any time looking for
fat or yellow streaks in Mac. They ain’t there.
Nobody ever heard him squeal yet and what’s
more nobody ever will.”

“No wonder men like him.”

“But when you say honest — Hell, no! Not
the way you define honesty down in the States.
He’s a grabber, Mac is. Better not leave any-

v



The Yukon Trail

thing valuable around unless you've got it
spiked to the floor. He takes what he wants.”

“What does he look like?”” asked Gordon.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Strong hesitated, while
he searched for words to show the picture in his
mind. “Big as a house — steps out like a buck
in the spring — blue-gray eyes that bore right
through you.”

“How old?”

~ “Search me. You never think of age when
you’re looking at him. Forty-five, mebbe — or
fiftty — I don’t know.”

“Married?”

“No-0.” Hanford Strong nodded in the direc-
tion of the Kusiak circle. “They say he’s going
to marry Mrs. Mallory. She’s the one with the
red hair.”

It struck young Elliot that the miner was dis-
missing Mrs. Mallory in too cavalier a fashion.
She was the sort of woman at whom men look
twice, and then continue to look while she ap-
pears magnificently unaware of it. Her hair was
not red, but of a lustrous bronze, amazingly
abundant, and dressed in waves with the careful
skill of a coiffeur. Half-shut, smouldering eyes
had met his for an instant at dinner across the
table and had told him she was a woman subtle
and complex. Slightest shades of meaning she
could convey with a lift of the eyebrow or an in-

8
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tonation of the musical voice. If she was already
fencing with the encroaching years there was
little evidence of it in her opulent good looks.
She had manifestly specialized in graceful idle-
ness and was prepared to meet with superb
confidence the competition of débutantes. The
elusive shadow of lost illusions, of knowledge
born of experience, was the only betrayal of
vanished youth in her equipment.




CHAPTER II

ENTER A MAN

Tur whistle of the Hannah blew for the Tat-
lah Cache landing while Strong and Elliot were
talking. Wally Selfridge had just bid three hun-
dred seventy and found no help in the widow.
He pushed toward each of the other players one
red chip and two white ones.

“Can’t make it,” he announced. “I needed a
jack of clubs.”

The men counted their chips and settled up
in time to reach the deck rail just as the gang-
plank was thrown out to the wharf. The crew
transferred to the landing a pouch of mail, half
a ton of sacked potatoes, some mining machin-
ery, and several boxes containing provisions and
dry goods.

A man came to the end of the wharf carrying
a suitcase. He was well-set, thick in the chest,
and broad-shouldered. He came up the gang-
plank with the strong, firm tread of a man in
his prime. Looking down from above, Gordon
Elliot guessed him to be in the early thirties.

Mrs. Mallory was the first to recognize him,
which she did with a drawling little shout of
10
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welcome. ‘““Oh you, Mr. Man. I knew you first.
I speak for you,” she cried.

The man on the gangplank looked up, smiled,
and lifted to her his broad gray Stetson in a
wave of greeting.

“How do you do, Mrs. Mallory? Glad to see
you.”

The miners from Frozen Gulch were grouped
together on the lower deck. At sight of the man
with the suitcase a sullen murmur rose among
them. Those in the rear pushed forward and
closed the lane leading to the cabins. One of
the miners was flung roughly against the new
passenger. With a wide, powerful sweep of his
arm the man who had just come aboard hurled
the miner back among his companions.

“Gangway!” he said brusquely, and as he
strode forward did not even glance in the direc-
tion of the angry men pressing toward him.

“Here. Keep back there, you fellows. None
of that rough stuff goes,” ordered the mate
sharply.

The big Cornishman who had been tossed
aside crouched for a spring. He launched him-
self forward with the awkward force of a bear.
The suitcase described a whirling arc of a circle
with the arm of its owner as the radius. The
bag and the head of the miner came into swift
impact. Like a bullock which has been pole-
11
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axed the man went to the floor. He turned over
with a groan and lay still.

The new passenger looked across the huge,
sprawling body at the group of miners facing
him. They glared in savage hate. All they
needed was a leader to send them driving at him
with the force of an avalanche. The man at whom
they raged did not give an inch. He leaned
forward slightly, his weight resting on the balls
of his feet, alert to the finger tips. But in his
eyes a grim little smile of derisive amusement
rested.

“Next,” he taunted.

Then the mate got busy. He hustled his steve-
dores forward in front of the miners and shook
his fist in their faces as he stormed up and down.
If they wanted trouble, by God! it was wait-
ing for ’em, he swore in apoplectic fury. The
Hannah was a river boat and not a dive for
wharf rats. No bunch of roughnecks could come
aboard a boat where he was mate and start any-
thing. They could not assault any passengers
of his and make it stick.

The man with the suitcase did not wait to hear
out his tirade. He followed the purser to his
stateroom, dropped his baggage beside the berth,
and joined the Kusiak group on the upper deck.

They greeted him eagerly, a little effusively,
as if they were anxious to prove themselves on
12
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good terms with him. The deference they paid
and his assured acceptance of it showed him to
be a man of importance. But apart from other
considerations, he dominated by mental and
physical virility the circle of which he instantly
became the center. Only Mrs. Mallory held her
own, and even she showed a quickened interest.
Her indolent, half-disdainful manner sheathed
a soft sensuousness that held the provocation of
sex appeal.

“What was the matter?” asked Selfridge.
“How did the trouble start?”

The big man shrugged his shoulders -
did n’t start. Some of the outfit thought they
were looking for a row, but they balked on the
job when Trelawney got his.” Turning to Mrs.
Mallory, he changed the subject abruptly. “Did
you have a good time down the river?”

Gordon, as he watched from a little distance,
corrected earlier impressions. This man had
passed the thirties. Salt and pepper sprinkled
the temples of his strong, lean head. He had
the thick neck and solid trunk of middle life,
but he carried himself so superbly that his whole
bearing denied that years could touch his splen-
did physique. The suit he wore was a wrin-
kled corduroy, with trouser legs thrust into
high-laced boots. An outdoor tan had been
painted upon his face and neck, from the point
13
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where the soft flannel shirt fell away to show
the fine slope of the throat line to the shoulders.

Strong had stepped to the wharf to talk with
an old acquaintance, but when the boat threw
out a warning signal he made a hurried good-
bye and came on board. He rejoined Elliot.

“Well, what d’you think of him? Was I
right?”

The young man had already guessed who this
imperious stranger was. “I never saw anybody
get away with a hard job as easily as he did that
one. You could see with half an eye that those
fellows meant fight. They were all primed for it
— and he bluffed them out.”

“Bluffed them — huh! If that’s what you
call bluffing. I was where I could see just what
happened. Colby Macdonald was n’t even look-
ing at Trelawney, but you bet he saw him start.
That suitcase traveled like a streak of light.
You’d ’a’ thought it weighed about two pounds.
That ain’t all either. Mac used his brains. Guess
what was in that grip.”

“The usual thing, I suppose.”

“You’ve got another guess — packed in
among his socks and underwear was about
twenty pounds of ore samples. The purser told
me. It was that quartz put Trelawney to sleep so
thorough that he’d just begun to wake up when
I passed a minute ago.”

14
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The young man turned his eyes again upon
the big Canadian Scotchman. He was talking
with Mrs. Mallory, who was leaning back luxuri-
ously in a steamer chair she had brought aboard
at St. Michael’s. It would have been hard to
conceive a contrast greater than the one be-
tween this pampered heiress of the ages and the
modern business berserk who looked down into
her mocking eyes. He was the embodiment of
the dominant male, — efficient to the last inch
of his straight six feet. What he wanted he had
always taken, by the sheer strength that was in
him. Back of her smiling insolence lay a silken
force to match his own. She too had taken what
she wanted from life, but she had won it by
indirection. Manifestly she was of those women
who conceive that charm and beauty are tools to
bend men to their wills. Wasit the very width
of the gulf between them that made the appeal
of the clash in the sex duel upon which they had
engaged?

The dusky young woman with the magazine
was the first of those on the upper deck to retire
for the night. She flitted so quietly that Gordon
did not notice until she had gone. Mrs. Selfridge
and her friends disappeared with their men folks,
calling gay good-nights to one another as they left.

Macdonald and Mrs. Mallory still talked.
After a time she too vanished.

15
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The big promoter leaned against the deck rail,
where he was joined by Selfridge. For a long
time they talked in low voices. The little man
had most to say. His chief listened, but occa-
sionally interrupted to ask a sharp, incisive
question.

Elliot, sitting farther forward with Strong,
judged that Selfridge was making a report of
his trip. Once he caught a fragment of their
talk, enough to confirm this impression.

“Did Winton tell you that himself?” de-
manded the Scotchman.

The answer of his employee came in a mur-
mur so low that the words were lost. But the
name used told Gordon a good deal. The Com-
missioner of the General Land Office at Wash-
ington signed his letters Harold B. Winton.

Strong tossed the stub of his cigarette over-
board and nodded good-night. A glance at his
watch told Elliot that it was past two o’clock.
He rose, stretched, and sauntered back to his
stateroom.

The young man had just taken off his coat
when there came the hurried rush of trampling
feet upon the hurricane deck above. Almost
instantly he heard a cry of alarm. Low voices,
quick with suppressed excitement, drifted back
to him. He could hear the shuffling of footsteps
and the sound of heavy bodies moving.

16
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Some one lifted a frightened shout. “Help!
Help!” The call had come, he thought, from
Selfridge.

Gordon flung open the door of his room, raced
along the deck, and took the stairs three at a
time. A huddle of men swayed and shifted
heavily in front of him. So close was the pack
that the motion resembled the writhing of
some prehistoric monster rather than the
movements of individual human beings. In
that half-light tossing arms and legs looked like
tentacles flung out in agony by the mammoth
reptile. Its progress was jerky and convulsive,
sometimes tortuous, but it traveled slowly to-
ward the rail as if by the impulsion of an irre-
sistible pressure.

Even as he ran toward the mass, Elliot no-
ticed that the only sounds were grunts, stertor-
ous breathings, and the scraping of feet. The
attackers wanted no publicity. The attacked
was too busy to waste breath in futile cries. He
was fighting for his life with all the stark energy
nature and his ancestors had given him.

Two men, separated from the crowd, lay on
the deck farther aft. One was on top of the other,
his fingers clutching the gullet of his helpless
opponent. The agony of the man underneath
found expression only in the drumming heels
that beat a tattoo on the floor. The spasmodic

17
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feet were shod in Oxford tans of an ultra-fash-
ionable cut. No doubt the owner of the smart
footwear had been pulled down as he was escap-
ing to shout the alarm.

The runner hurdled the two in his stride and
plunged straight at the struggling tangle. He
caught one man by the shoulders from behind
and flung him back. He struck hard, smashing
blows as he fought his way to the heart of the
mélée. Heavy-fisted miners with corded muscles
landed upon his face and head and neck. The
strange excitement of the battle lust surged
through his veins. He did not care a straw for
the odds.

The sudden attack of Elliot had opened the
pack. The man battling against a dozen was
Colby Macdonald. The very number of his foes
had saved him so far from being rushed over-
board or trampled down. In their desire to get
at him they hindered each other, struck blows
that found the wrong mark. His coat and shirt
were in rags. He was bruised and battered and
bleeding from the chest up. But he was still
slogging hard.

They had him pressed to the rail. A huge
miner, head down, had his arms around the
waist of the Scotchman and was trying to throw
him overboard. Macdonald lashed out and
landed flush upon the cheek of a man attempting

18
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to brain him with a billet of wood. He ham-
mered home a short-arm jolt against the ear
of the giant who was giving him the bear grip.

The big miner grunted, but hung on like a
football tackler. With a jerk he raised Mac-
donald from the floor just as three or four
others rushed him again. The rail gave way,
splintered like kindling wood. The Scotchman
and the man at grips with him went over the
side together.

Clear and loud rang the voice of Elliot. “Man
overboard!”

The wheelsman had known for some minutes
that there was trouble afoot. He signaled to
the engine room to reverse and blew short, sharp
shriecks of warning. Already deckhands and
officers, scantily clad, were appearing from fore
and aft.

“Men overboard — two of ’em!” explained
Elliot in a shout from the boat which he was try-
ing to lower.

The first mate and another man ran to help
him. The three of them lowered and manned
the boat. Gordon sat in the bow and gave direc-
tions while the other two put their backs into
the stroke. Quite casually Elliot noticed that
the man in the waist had a purple bruise on his
left cheek bone. The young man himself had
put it there not three minutes since.

19
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Across the water came a call for help. “I’'m
sinking — hurry!”

The other man in the river was a dozen yards
from the one in distress. With strong, swift,
overhand strokes he shot through the water.

“All right,” he called presently. “I’ve got
him.”

The oarsmen drew alongside the swimmer.
With one hand Macdonald caught hold of the
edge of the boat. The other clutched the res-
cued man by the hair of his head.

“Look out. You’re drowning him,” the mate
warned.

“Am I?” Macdonald glanced with mild in-
terest at the head that had been until that mo-
ment submerged. “Shows how absent-minded
a man gets. I was thinking about how he tried
to drown me, I expect.”

They dragged the miner aboard.

“Go ahead. I’'ll swim down,” Macdonald
ordered.

“Better come aboard,” advised the mate.

“No. I’'m all right.”

The Scotchman pushed himself back from
the boat and fell into an easy stroke. Never-
theless, there was power in it, for he reached
the Hannah before the rescued miner had been
helped to the deck.

A dozen passengers, crowded on the lower

20
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deck, pushed forward eagerly to see. Among
them was Selfridge, his shirt and collar torn
loose at the neck and his immaculate checked
suit dusty and disheveled. He was wearing a
pair of up-to-date Oxford tans.

The Scotch-Canadian shook himself like a
Newfoundland dog. He looked around with sar-
donic amusement, a grin on his swollen and
disfigured face.

“Quite a pleasant welcome home,” he said
ironically, his cold eyes fixed on a face that
looked as if it might have been kicked by a
healthy mule. “Eh, Trelawney?”

The Cornishman glared at him, and turned
away with a low, savage oath.

“Are you hurt, Mr. Macdonald?” asked the
captain.

“Hurt! Not at all, Captain. I cut myself
while I was shaving this morning — just a
scratch,” was the ironic answer.

“There’s been some dirty work going on.
I’ll see the men are punished, sir.”

“Forget it, Captain. I’ll attend to that little
matter.” His jaunty, almost insolent glance
made the half-circle again. ““Sorry you were too
late for the party, gentlemen, — most of you.
I see three or four of you who were ‘among those
present.” It was a strictly exclusive affair. And
now, if you don’t mind, I'll say good-night.”

21
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He turned on his heel, went up the stairway
to the deck above, and disappeared into his
stateroom.

The rescued miner, propped against the cabin
wall where he had been placed, broke into sud-
den excited protest. “Ach! He tried to drown
me. Mein head — he hold it under the water.”

“Ain’t that just like a Swede?” retorted the
mate in disgust. “Mac saves his life. Then the
roughneck kicks because he got a belly full
of Yukon. Sure Mac soused him some. Why
should n’t he?”

“I ain’t no Swede,” explained the big miner
sullenly.

The mate did not think it worth his while to ex-
plain that “Swede’” was merely his generic term
of contempt for all foreigners.
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CHAPTER III
THE GIRL FROM DROGHEDA

GorpoN Ervior was too much of a night
owl to be an early riser, but next morning he
was awakened by the tramp of hurried feet along
the deck to the accompaniment of brusque or-
ders, together with frequent angry puffing and
snorting of the boat. From the quiver of the
walls he guessed that the Hannah was stuck on
a sandbar. The mate’s language gave back-
ing to this surmise. Divided in mind between
his obligation to the sleeping passengers and his
duty to get the boat on her way, that officer
spilled a good deal of subdued sulphurous lan-
guage upon the situation.

“All together now. Get your back into it.
Why are you running around like a chicken
without a head, Reeves?”” he snapped.

Evidently the deck hands were working to get
the Hannah off by poling.

Elliot tried to settle back to sleep, but after
two or three ineffectual efforts gave it up. He
rose and did one or two setting-up exercises to
limber his joints. The first of these flashed the
signal to his brain that he was stiff and sore.
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This brought to mind the fight on the hurricane
deck, and he smiled. His face was about as
mobile as if it were in a plaster cast. It hurt
every time he twitched a muscle.

The young man stepped to the looking-glass.
Both eyes were blacked, his lip had been cut,
and there was a purple weal well up on his
left cheek. He stopped himself from grinning
only just in time to save another twinge of pain.

“Some party while it lasted. I never saw
more willing mixers. Everybody seemed anx-
ious to sit in except Mr. Wally Selfridge,” he
explained to his reflection. “But Macdonald
is the class. He’s there with both right and left.
That uppercut of his is vicious. Don’t ever get
in the way of it, Gordon Elliot.” He examined
his injuries more closely in the glass. “Some
one landed a peach on my right lamp and the
other is in mourning out of sympathy. Oh, well,
I ain’t the only prize beauty on board this morn-
ing.” The young man forgot and smiled. “Quch!
Don’t do that, Gordon. Yes, son. ‘There’s
many a black, black eye, they say, but none so
bright as mine.” Now is n’t that the truth?”

He bathed, dressed, and went out on the deck.

Early though he was, one passenger at least
was up before him. The young woman he had
noticed last evening with the magazine was
doing a constitutional. A slight breeze was
24
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stirring, and as she moved against it the white
skirt clung first to one knee and then the other,
moulding itself to the long lines of her limbs
with exquisite grace of motion. It was as though
her walk were the expression of a gallant and
buoyant personality.

Irish he guessed her when the deep-blue eyes
rested on his for an instant as she passed, and
fortified his conjecture by the coloring of the
clear-skinned face and the marks of the Celtic
race delicately stamped upon it.

The purser came out of his room and joined
Elliot. He smiled at sight of the young man’s
face.

“Your map’s a little out of plumb this morn-
ing, sir,”’ he ventured.

“But you ought to see the other fellow,” came
back Gordon boyishly.

“I’ve seen him — several of him. We’ve got
the best collection of bruises on board I ever
clapped eyes on. I’ve got to give it to you and
Mr. Macdonald. You know how to hit.”

“Oh, I’m not in his class.”

Gordon Elliot meant what he said. He was
himself an athlete, had played for three years
left tackle on his college eleven. More than
one critic had picked him for the All-America
team. He could do his hundred in just a little
worse than ten seconds. But after all he was a
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product of training and of the gymnasiums.
Macdonald was what nature and a long line
of fighting Highland ancestors had made him.
His sinewy, knotted strength, his massive build,
the breadth of shoulder and depth of chest —
mushing on long snow trails was the gymnasium
that had contributed to these.

The purser chuckled. “He’s a good un, Mac
is. They say he liked to have drowned North-
rup after he had saved him.”

Elliot was again following with his eyes the
lilt of the girl’s movements. Apparently he had
not heard what the officer said. At least he gave
no answer.

With a grin the purser opened another attack.
“Don’t blame you a bit, Mr. Elliot. She’s the
prettiest colleen that ever sailed from Dublin
Bay.”

The young man brought his eyes home. They
answered engagingly the smile of the purser.

“Who is she?”

“The name on the books is Sheba O’Neill.”

“From Dublin, you say.”

“Oh, if you want to be literal, her baggage
says Drogheda. Ireland is Ireland to me.”

“Where is she bound for?”

“Kusiak.”

The young woman passed them with a little
nod of morning greeting to the purser. Fine and
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dainty though she was, Miss O'Neill gave an
impression of radiant strength.

“Been with you all the way up the river?”
asked Elliot after she had passed.

“Yep. She came up on the Skagit from
Seattle.”

“What is she going to do at Kusiak?”

Again the purser grinned. “What do they all
do — the good-looking ones?”

“Get married, you mean?”

“Surest thing you know. Girls coming up
ask me what to bring by way of outfit. 1 used
to make out a long list. Now I tell them to bring
clothes enough for six weeks and their favorite
wedding march.”

“Is this girl engaged?”

“Can’t prove it by me,” said the officer
lightly. “But she’ll never get out of Alaska a
spinster — not that girl. She may be going in
to teach, or to run a millinery store, or to keep
books for a trading company. She’ll stay to
bring up kiddies of her own. They all do.”

Three children came up the stairway, caught
sight of Miss O’Neill, and raced pell-mell across
the deck to her.

The young woman’s face was transformed.
It was bubbling with tenderness, with gay and
happy laughter. Flinging her arms wide, she
waited for them. With incoherent cries of de-
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light they flung themselves upon her. Her arms
enveloped all three as she stooped for their hugs
and kisses.

The two oldest were girls. The youngest was
a fat, cuddly little boy with dimples in his soft
cheeks.

“I dwessed myself, Aunt Sheba. Did n’t I,
Gwen?”

“Not all by yourself, Billie?” inquired the
Irish girl, registering a proper amazement.

He nodded his head slowly and solemnly up
and down. ‘“Honeth to goodness.”

Sheba stooped and held him off to admire.
“All by yourself — just think of that.”

“We helped just the teeniest bit on the but-
tons,” confessed Janet, the oldest of the small
family.

“And I tied his shoes,” added Gwendolen,
“after he had laced them.”

“Billie will be such a big man Daddie won’t
know him.” And Sheba gave him another hug.

Gwendolen snuggled close to Miss O’Neill.
“You always smell so sweet and clean and vio-
lety, Aunt Sheba,” she whispered in confidence.

“You're spoiling me, Gwen,” laughed the
young woman. ‘“‘You’'ve kissed the blarney
stone. It’s a good thing you’re leaving the boat
to-day.”

Miss Gwen had one more confidence to make
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in the ear of her friend. “I wish you’d come too
and be our new mamma,” she begged.

A shell-pink tinge crept into the milky skin
of the Irish girl. She was less sure of herself,
more easily embarrassed, than the average
American of her age and sex. Occasionally in
her manner was that effect of shyness one finds
in the British even after they have escaped from
provincialism.

“Are all your things gathered ready for pack-
ing, Janet?”’ she asked quietly.

The purser gave information to Elliot. “They
call her Aunt Sheba, but she’s no relative of
theirs. The kids are on their way in to their
father, who is an engineer on one of the creeks
back of Katma. Their mother died two months
ago. Miss O’Neill met them first aboard the
Skagit on the way up and she has mothered them
ever since. Some women are that way, bless
'em. I know because I’ve been married to one
myself six months. She’s back there at St.
Michael’s, and she just grabs at every baby in
the block.”

The eyes of Elliot rested on Miss O’Neill.
“She loves children.”

“She sure does — no bluff about that.” An
imp of mischief sparkled in the eye of the super-
cargo. ‘““Not married yourself, are you, Mr.
Elliot?”
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“No.”

“Hmp!”

That was all he said, but Gordon felt the
blood creep into his face. This annoyed him, so
he added brusquely, —

“And not likely to be.”

When the call for breakfast came Miss O’Neill
took her retinue of youngsters with her to the
dining-room. Looking across from his seat at
an adjoining table, Elliot could see her waiting
upon them with a fine absorption in their needs.
She prepared an orange for Billie and offered
to the little girls suggestions as to ordering that
were accepted by them as a matter of course.
Unconsciously the children recognized in her
the eternal Mother.

Before they had been long in the dining-room
Macdonald came in carrying a sheaf of business
papers. He glanced around, recognized Elliot,
and made instantly for the seat across the table
from him. On his face and head were many
marks of the recent battle.

“Trade you a cauliffower ear for a pair of
black eyes, Mr. Elliot,” he laughed as he shook
hands with the man whose name he had just
learned from the purser.

The grip of his brown, muscular hand was
strong. It was in character with the steady, cool
eyes set deep beneath the jutting forehead, with
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the confident carriage of the deep, broad shoul-
ders. He looked a dynamic American, who trod
the way of the forceful and fought for his share
of the spoils.

“You might throw in several other little sou-
venirs to boot and not miss them,” suggested
Elliot with a smile.

Macdonald nodded indifferently. “I gave
and I took, which was as it should be. But it’s
different with you, Mr. Elliot. This wasn’t
your row.”

“I had n’t been in a good mix-up since I left
college. It did me a lot of good.”

“Much obliged, anyhow.” He turned his at-
tention to a lady entering the dining-room.
“’Mornin’, Mrs. Selfridge. How’s Wally?”

She threw up her hands in despair. “He’s on
his second bottle of liniment already. I expect
those ruffians have ruined his singing voice. It’s
a mercy they did n’t murder both him and you,
Mr. Macdonald. When I think of how close you
both came to death last night —”

“I don’t know about Wally, but I had no
notion of dying, Mrs. Selfridge. They mussed
us up a bit. That was all.”

“But they meant to kill you, the cowards.
And they almost did it too. Look at Wally —
confined to his bed and speaking in a whisper.
Look at you —a wreck, horribly beaten up,
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almost drowned. We must drive the villains
out of the country or send them to prison.”

Mrs. Selfridge always talked in superlatives.
She had an enthusiasm for the dramatics of
conversation. Her supple hands, her shrill,
eager voice, the snapping black eyes, all had the
effect of startling headlines to the story she
might be telling.

“Am I a wreck?” the big Scotchman wanted
to know. “I feel as husky as a well-fed mala-
mute.”

“Oh, you talk. But we all know you — how
brave and strong you are. That’s why this out-
rage ought to be punished. What would Alaska
do if anything happened to you?”

“I had n’t thought of that,” admitted Mac-
donald. “The North would have to go out of
business, I suppose. But you’re right about one
thing, Mrs. Selfridge. I’'m brave and strong
enough at the breakfast table. Steward, will
you bring me a double order of these shirred
eggs — and a small steak?”

“Well, I'm glad you can still joke, Mr. Mac-
donald, after such a terrible experience. All I
can say is that I hope Wally is n’t permanently
injured. He has n’t your fine constitution, and
one never can tell about internal injuries.” Mrs.
Selfridge sighed and passed to her place.

The eyes of the big man twinkled. “Our little
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fracas has been a godsend to Mrs. Selfridge.
Wally and I will both emerge as heroes of a des-
perate struggle. You won’t even get a men-
tion. But it’s a pity about Wally’s injuries —
and his singing voice.”

The younger man agreed with a gravity back
of which his amusement was apparent. The share
of Selfridge in the battle had been limited to leg
work only, but this had not been good enough
to keep him from being overhauled and having
his throat squeezed.

Elliot finished breakfast first and left Mac-
donald looking over a long typewritten docu-
ment. He had it propped against a water-bottle
and was reading as he ate. The paper was a re-
port Selfridge had brought in to him from a
clerk in the General Land Office. The big Can-
adian and the men he represented were dealing
directly with the heads of the Government de-
partments, but they thought it the part of wis-
dom to keep in their employ subordinates in
the capacity of secret service agents to spy upon
the higher-ups.




CHAPTER 1V

THE CREVASSE

For an hour before the Hannah reached
Katma Miss O’Neill was busy getting her little
brood ready. In that last half-day she was a
creature of moods to them. They, too, like
Sheba herself, were adventuring into a new
world. Somehow they represented to her the
last tie that bound her to the life she was leav-
ing. Her heart was tender as a Madonna to
these lambs so ill-fitted to face a frigid waste.
Their mother had been a good woman. She
could tell that. But she had no way of knowing
what kind of man their father might be.

Sheba gave Janet advice about where to keep
her money and when to wear rubbers and what
to do for Billie’s cold. She put up a lunch for
them to take on the stage. When they said their
sniffling good-byes at Katma she was suspi-
ciously bright and merry. Soon the children
were laughing again with her.

One glance at their father, who introduced
himself to Miss O’Neill as John Husted, re-
lieved her mind greatly. His spontaneous de-
light at seeing them again and his choking grati-
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tude to her for having looked after them were
evidence enough that this kind-eyed man meant
to be both father and mother to his recovered
little folks. His emotion was too poignant for
him to talk about his wife, but Sheba under-
stood and liked him better for it.

Her temporary family stood on the end of
the wharf and called good-byes to the girl.

“Tum soon and see us, Aunt Sheba,” Billie
shouted from his seat on the shoulder of his
father.

The children waved handkerchiefs as long as
she could be distinguished by them. When they
turned away she went directly to her room.

Elliot was passing forward when Miss O’Neill
opened her stateroom door to go in. The eyes
of the young woman were blind with tears and she
was biting her lip to keep back the emotion that
welled up. He knew she was very fond of the
motherless children, but he guessed at an addi-
tional reason for her sobs. She too was as un-
taught as a child in the life of this frontier land.
Whatever she found here — how much of hard-
ship or happiness, of grief or woe — she knew
that she had left behind forever the safe har-
borage of quiet waters in which her life craft
had always floated.

It came on to rain in the afternoon. Heavy
clouds swept across from the mountains, and
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the sodden sky opened like a sluice-box. The
Kusiak contingent, driven indoors, resorted to
bridge. Miss O’Neill read. Gordon Elliot wrote
letters, dawdled over magazines, and lounged
alternately in the ladies’ parlor and the smok-
ing-room, where Macdonald, Strong, a hard-
ware merchant from Fairbanks, and a pair of
sour-dough miners had settled themselves to a
poker game that was to last all night and well
into the next day.

Of the two bridge tables all the players were
old-timers except Mrs. Mallory. Most of them
were young enough in years, but they had been
of the North long enough to know the gossip
of the country and its small politics intimately. ,
They shared common hopes of the day when '
Alaska would be thrown open to industry and
a large population.

But Mrs. Mallory had come in over the ice
for the first time last winter. The other women
felt that she was a bird of passage, that the
frozen Arctic could be no more than a whim to
her. They deferred a little to her because she
knew the great world — New York, Vienna,
London, Paris. Great names fell from her lips
casually and carelessly. She referred familiarly
to princes and famous statesmen, as if she had
gossiped with them téte-a-téte over the teacups.
She was full of spicy little anecdotes about Ger-
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man royalty and the British aristocracy. It was
no wonder, Gordon Elliot thought, that she had
rather stunned the little social set of Kusiak.

Through Northrup and Trelawney a new slant
on Macdonald was given to Gordon. He had
fallen into casual talk with them'after dinner
on the fore deck. It was still raining, but all
three were equipped with slickers or mackin-
toshes. To his surprise the young man discov-
ered that they bore him no grudge at all for his
interference the night before.

“But we ain’t through with Colby Macdon-
ald yet,” Trelawney explained. “Mind, I don’t
say we're going to get him. Nothing like that.
He knocked me cold with that loaded suitcase
of his. By the looks of him I'm even for that.
Good enough. But here’s the point. We stand
for Labor. He stands for Capital. See? Things
ain’t what they used to be in Alaska, and it’s
because of Colby Macdonald and his friends.
They ’re grabbers — that’s what they are. They
want the whole works. A hell of a roar goes up
from them when the Government stops their
combines, but all the time they 're bearing down
a little harder on us workingmen. Understand?
It’s up to us to fight, ain’t it?”

Later Elliot put this viewpoint before Strong.

“There’s something in it,” the miner agreed.
“Wages have gone down, and it’s partly be-
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cause the big fellows are consolidating interests.
Alaska ain’t a poor man’s country the way it
was. But Mac ain’t to blame for that. He has
toplay the game the way the cards are dealt out.”

The sky was clear again when the Hannah
drew in to the wharf at Moose Head to unload
freight, but the mud in the unpaved street lead-
ing to the business section of the little frontier
town was instep deep. Many of the passengers
hurried ashore to make the most of the five-hour
stop. Macdonald, with Mrs. Mallory and their
Kusiak friends, disappeared in a bus. Elliot
put on a pair of heavy boots and started uptown.

At the end of the wharf he passed Miss O’Neill.
She wore no rubbers and she had come to a halt
at the beginning of the mud. After a momen-
tary indecision she returned slowly to the boat.

The young man walked up into the town, but
ten minutes later he crossed the gangplank of
the Hannah again with a package under his
arm. Miss O’Neill was sitting on the forward
deck making a pretense to herself of reading.
This was where Elliot had expected to find her,
but now that the moment of attack had come
he had to take his fear by the throat. When
he had thought of it first there seemed nothing
difficult about offering to do her a kindness, yet
he found himself shrinking from the chance of
a rebuff.
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He moved over to where she sat and lifted his
hat. “I hope you won’t think it a liberty, Miss
O’Neill, but I've brought you some rubbers from
a store uptown. I noticed you could n’t get ashore
without them.”

Gordon tore the paper wrapping from his
package and disclosed half a dozen pairs of
rubbers.

The girl was visibly embarrassed. She was
not at all certain of the right thing to do. Where
she had been brought up young men did not
offer courtesies of this sort so informally.

“I —1I think I won’t need them, thank you.
I've decided not to leave the boat,” she an-
swered shyly.

Elliot had never been accused of being a
quitter. Having begun this, he proposed to see
it out. He caught sight of the purser superin-
tending the discharge of cargo and called to him
by name. The officer joined them, a pad of
paper and a pencil in his hand.

“I'm trying to persuade Miss O’Neill that
she ought to go ashore while we’re lying here.
What was it you told me about the waterfall
back of the town?”

“Finest thing of its kind in Alaska. They’re
so proud of it in this burg that they would like
to make it against the law for any one to leave
without seeing it. Every one takes it in. We
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won’t get away till night. You’'ve plenty of
time if you want to see it.”

“Now, will you please introduce me to Miss
O’Neill formally?”

The purser went through the usual formula
of presentation, adding that Elliot was a govern-
ment official on his way to Kusiak. Having done
his duty by the young man, the busy super-
cargo retired.

“I'm sure it would do you good to walk up
to the waterfall with me, Miss O’Neill,” urged
Elliot.

She met a little dubiously the smile that
would not stay quite extinguished on his good-
looking, boyish face. Why should n’t she go
with him, since it was the American way for
unchaperoned youth to enjoy itself naturally?

“If they’ll fit,” the girl answered, eyeing the
rubbers.

Gordon dropped to his knee and demonstrated
that they would.

As they walked along the muddy street she
gave him a friendly little nod of thanks. ““Good
of you to take the trouble to look out for me.”

He laughed. “It was myself I was looking out
for. I’'m a stranger in the country and was aw-
fully lonesome.”

“Is it that this is your first time in too?” she
asked shyly.
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“You're going to Kusiak, are n’t you? Do
you know anybody there?” replied Elliot.

“My cousin lives there, but I have n’t seen
her since I was ten. She’s an American. Eleven
years ago she visited us in Ireland.”

“I’'m glad you know some one,” he said.
“You’ll not be so lonesome with some of your
people living there. I have two friends at Ku-
siak — a girl I used to go to school with and her
husband.”

“ Are you going to live at Kusiak?”

“No; but I'll be stationed in the Territory
for several months. I’ll be in and out of the town
a good deal. I hope you’ll let me see some-
thing of you.”

The fine Irish coloring deepened in her cheeks.
He had a way of taking in his stride the barri-
ers between them, but it was impossible for her
to feel offended at this cheery, vigorous young
fellow with the winning smile and the firm-set
jaw. She liked the warmth in his honest brown
eyes. She liked the play of muscular grace be-
neath his well-fitting clothes. The sinuous ease
of his lean, wide-shouldered body stirred faintly
some primitive instinct in her maiden heart.
Sheba did not know, as her resilient muscles
carried her forward joyfully, that she was an-
swering the call of youth to youth.

Gordon respected her shyness and moved
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warily to establish his contact. He let the talk
drift to impersonal topics as they picked their
way out from the town along the mossy trail.
The ground was spongy with water. On either
side of them ferns and brakes grew lush. Sheba
took the porous path with a step elastic. To
the young man following she seemed a miracle
of supple lightness.

The trail tilted up from the lowlands, led
across dips, and into a draw. A little stream
meandered down and gurgled over rocks worn
smooth by ages of attrition. Alders brushed the
stream and their foliage checkered the trail with
sunlight and shadow.

They were ascending steadily now along a
pathway almost too indistinct to follow. The
air was aromatic with pine from a grove that
came straggling down the side of a gulch to the
brook.

“Do you know, I have a queer feeling that
I’'ve seen all this before,” the Irish girl said.
“Of course I have n’t — unless it was in my
dreams. Naturally I've thought about Alaska
a great deal because my father lived here.”

“I did n’t know that.”

“Yes. He came in with the Klondike stam-
peders.” She added quietly: “He died on Bo-
nanza Creek two years later.”

““Was he a miner?”
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“Not until he came North. He had an in-
terest in a claim. It later turned out worthless.”

A bit of stiff climbing brought them to a
boulder field back of which rose a mountain
ridge.

“We’ve got off the trail somehow,” Elliot
said. “But I don’t suppose it matters. If we
keep going we’re bound to come to the water-
fall.”

Beyond the boulder field the ridge rose sharply.
Gordon looked a little dubiously at Sheba.

“Are you a good climber?”

As she stood in the sunpour, her cheeks flushed
with exercise, he could see that her spirit courted
adventure.

“I’m sure I must be,” she answered with a
smile adorable. “I believe I could do the Mat-
terhorn to-day.”

Well up on the shoulder of the ridge they
stopped to breathe. The distant noise of falling
water came faintly to them.

“We’'re too far to the left — must have fol-
lowed the wrong spur,” Elliot explained. *‘Prob-
ably we can cut across the face of the moun-
tain.”

Presently they came to an impasse. The gulch
between the two spurs terminated in a rock wall
that fell almost sheer for two hundred feet.

The color in the cheeks beneath the eager
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eyes of the girl was warm. “Let’s try it,” she
begged.

The young man had noticed that she was as
sure-footed as a mountain goat and that she
could stand on the edge of a precipice without
dizziness. The surface of the wall was broken.
What it might be beyond he could not tell, but
the first fifty feet was a bit of attractive and not
too difficult rock traverse.

Now and again he made a suggestion to the
young woman following him, but for the most
part he trusted her to choose her own foot and
hand holds. Her delicacy was silken strong.
If she was slender, she was yet deep-bosomed.
The movements of the girl were as certain as
those of an experienced mountaineer.

The way grew more difficult. They had been
following a ledge that narrowed till it ran out.
Jutting knobs of feldspar and stunted shrubs
growing from crevices offered toe-grips instead
of the even foothold of the rock shelf. As Gor-
don looked down at the dizzy fall beneath them
his judgment told him they had better go back.
He said as much to his companion.

The smile she flashed at him was delightfully
provocative. It served to point the figure she
borrowed from Gwen. “So you think I'm a
fraid-cat, Mr. Elliot?”

His inclination marched with hers. It was
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their first adventure together and he did not
want to spoil it by undue caution. There really
was not much danger yet so long as they were
careful.

Gordon abandoned the traverse and followed
an ascending crack in the wall. The going was
hard. It called for endurance and muscle, as
well as for a steady head and a sure foot. He
looked down at the girl wedged between the
slopes of the granite trough.

She read his thought. ““The old guard never
surrenders, sir,” was her quick answer as she
brushed in salute with the tips of her fingers a
stray lock of hair.

The trough was worse than Elliot had ex-
pected. It had in it a good deal of loose rubble
that started in small slides at the least pressure.

“Be very careful of your footing,” he called
back anxiously.

A small grassy platform lay above the upper
end of the trough, but the last dozen feet of the
approach was a very difficult bit. Gordon took
advantage of every least projection. He fought
his way up with his back against one wall and
his knees pressed to the other. Three feet short
of the platform the rock walls became abso-
lutely smooth. The climber could reach within
a foot of the top.

““Are you stopped?”” asked Sheba.
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“Looks that way.”

A small pine projected from the edge of the
shelf out over the precipice. It might be strong
enough to bear his weight. It might not. Gor-
don unbuckled his belt and threw one end over
the trunk of the dwarf tree. Gingerly he tested
it with his weight, then went up hand over hand
and worked himself over the edge of the little
plateau.

“All right?” the girl called up.

“All right. But you can’t make it. I’'m com-
ing down again.”

“I’'m going to try.”

“I would n’t, Miss O’Neill. It’s really dan-
gerous.”

“I’d like to try it. I’ll stop if it’s too hard,”
she promised.

The strength of her slender wrists surprised
him. She struggled up the vertical crevasse
inch by inch. His heart was full of fear, for a
misstep now would be fatal. He lay down with
his face over the ledge and lowered to her the
buckled loop of his belt. Twice she stopped ex-
hausted, her back and her hands pressed against
the walls of the trough angle for support.

“Better give it up,” he advised.

“I’ll not then.” She smiled stubbornly as
she shook her head.

Presently her fingers touched the belt.
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Gordon edged forward an inch or two farther.
“Put your hand through the loop and catch hold
of the leather above,” he told her.

She did so, and at the same instant her foot
slipped. The girl swung out into space sus-
pended by one wrist. The muscles of Elliot
hardened into steel as they responded to the
strain. His body began to slide very slowly down
the incline.

In a moment the acute danger was past.
Sheba had found a hold with her feet and re-
lieved somewhat the dead pull upon Elliot.

She had not voiced a cry, but the face that
looked up into his was very white.

“Take your time,” he said in a quiet, matter-
of-fact way.

With his help she came close enough for him
to reach her hand. After that it was only a mo-
ment before she knelt on the plateau beside him.

“Touch and go, wasn’t it?”” Sheba tried to
smile, but the colorless lips told the young man
she was still faint from the shock.

He knew he was going to reproach himself
bitterly for having led her into such a risk, but
he could not just now afford to waste his ener-
gies on regrets. Nor could he let her mind dwell
on past dangers so long as there were future
ones to be faced.

“You might have sprained your wrist,” he
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said lightly as he rose to examine the cliff still
to be negotiated.

Her dark eyes looked at him with quick sur-
prise. “So I might,” she answered dryly.

But his indifferent tone had the effect upon her
of a plunge into cold water. It braced and stif-
fened her will. If he wanted to ignore the terrible
danger through which she had passed, certainly
she was not going to remind him of it.

Between where they stood and the summit of
the cliff was another rock traverse. A kind of
rough, natural stairway led down to a point
opposite them. But before this could be reached
thirty feet of granite must be crossed. The wall
looked hazardous enough in all faith. It lay in
the shade, and there were spots where a thin
coating of ice covered the smooth slabs. But
there was no other way up, and if the traverse
could be made the rest was easy.

Gordon was mountaineer enough to know
that the climb up is safer than the one back.
The only possible way for them to go down the
trough was for him to lower her by the belt
until she found footing enough to go alone. He
did not quite admit it to himself, but in his heart
he doubted whether she could make it safely.

The alternative was the cliff face.




CHAPTER V
ACROSS THE TRAVERSE

Evruior took off his shoes and turned toward
the traverse.

“Think I’ll see if I can cross to that stair-
way. You had better wait here, Miss O’Neill,
until we find out if it can be done.”

His manner was casual, his voice studiously
light.

Sheba looked across the cliff and down to the
boulder bed two hundred feet below. “You
can never do it in the world. Isn’t there an-
other way up?”

“No. The wall above us slopes out. I've got
to cross to the stairway. If I make it I'm going
to get a rope.”

“Do you mean you’re going back to town for
one?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes fastened to his in a long, unspoken
question. She read the answer. He was afraid
to have her try the trough again. To get back
to town by way of their roundabout ascent
would waste time. If he was going to rescue her
before night, he must take the shortest cut, and
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that was across the face of the sheer cliff. For
the first time she understood how serious was
their plight.

“We can go back together by the trough,
can’t we?” But even as she asked, her heart
sank at the thought of facing again that dizzy
height. The moment of horror when she had
thought herself lost had shaken her nerve.

“It would be difficult.”

The glance of the girl swept again the face of
the wall he must cross. It could not be done with-
out arope. Her fear-filled eyes came back to his.

“It’s my fault. I made you come,” she said
in a low voice.

“Nonsense,” he answered cheerfully. “There’s
no harm done. If I can’t reach the stairway I
can come back and go down by the trough.”

Sheba assented doubtfully.

It had come on to drizzle again. The rain was
fine and cold, almost a mist, and already it was
forming a film of ice on the rocks.

“I can’t take time to go back by the trough.
The point is that I don’t want you camped up
here after night. There has been no sun on
this side of the spur and in the chill of the eve-
ning it must get cold even in summer.”

He was making his preparations as he talked.
His coat he took off and threw down. His shoes
he tied by the laces to his belt.
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“I’ll try not to be very long,” he promised.

“It’s God’s will then, so it is,” she sighed, re-
lapsing into the vernacular.

Her voice was low and not very steady, for
the heart of the girl was heavy. She knew she
must not protest his decision. That was not
the way to play the game. But somehow the salt
had gone from their light-hearted adventure.
She had become panicky from the moment when
her feet had started the rubble in the trough and
gone flying into the air. The gayety that had
been the note of their tramp had given place to
fears.

Elliot took her little hand in a warm, strong
grip. “You’'re not going to be afraid. We’ll
work out all right, you know.”

“Yes.”

“It’s not just the thing to leave a lady in the
rain when you take her for a walk, but it can’t
be helped. We’ll laugh about it to-morrow.”

Would they? she wondered, answering his smile
faintly. Her courage was sapped. She wanted to
cry out that he must not try the traverse, but
she set her will not to make it harder for him.

He turned to the climb.

“You’ve forgotten your coat,” she reminded.

“I’m traveling light this trip. You’d better
slip it on before you get chilled.”

Sheba knew he had left it on purpose for her.
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Her fascinated eyes followed him while he
moved out from the platean across the face of
the precipice. His hand had found a knob of
projecting feldspar and he was feeling with his
right foot for a hold in some moss that grew in
a crevice. He had none of the tools for climbing
— no rope, no hatchet, none of the support of
numbers. All the allies he could summon were
his bare hands and feet, his resilient muscles,
and his stout heart. To make it worse, the ice
film from the rain coated every jutting inch of
quartz with danger.

But he worked steadily forward, moving with
the infinite caution of one who knows that
there will be no chance to remedy later any
mistake. A slight error in judgment, the failure
in response of any one of fifty muscles, would
send him plunging down.

Occasionally he spoke to Sheba, but she vol-
unteered no remarks. It was her part to wait
and watch while he concentrated every faculty
upon his task. He had come to an impasse after
crossing a dozen feet of the wall and was work-
ing up to get around a slab of granite which
protruded, a convex barrier, from the surface
of the cliff. It struck the girl that from a dis-
tance he must look like a fly on a pane of glass.
Even to her, close as she was, that smooth rock
surface looked impossible.
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Her eye left him for an instant to sweep the
gulf below. She gave a little cry, ran to his coat,
and began to wave it. For the first time since
Elliot had begun the traverse she took the ini-
tiative in speech.

“I see some people away over to the left, Mr.
Elliot. I'm going to call to them.” Her voice
throbbed with hope.

But it was not her shouts or his, which would
not have carried one tenth the distance, that
reached the group in the valley. One of them
caught a glimpse of the wildly waving coat.
There was a consultation and two or three
fluttered handkerchiefs in response. Presently
they moved on.

Sheba could not believe her eyes. “They’re
not leaving us surely?”’ she gasped.

“That’s what they’re doing,” answered Gor-
don grimly. ““They think we’re calling to them
out of vanity to show them where we climbed.”

“Oh!” She strangled a sob in her throat.
Her heart was weighted as with lead.

“I’'m going to make it. I think I see my way
from here,” her companion called across to her.
“A fault runs to the foot of the stairway, if I
can only do the next yard or two.”

He did them, by throwing caution to the
winds. An icy, rounded boulder projected
above him out of reach. He unfastened his
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belt again and put the shoes, tied by the laces,
around his neck. There was one way to get
across to the ledge of the fault. He took hold of
the two ends of the belt, crouched, and leaned
forward on tiptoes toward the knob. The loop
of the belt slid over the ice-coated boss. There
was no chance to draw back now, to test the
hold he had gained. If the leather slipped he
was lost. His body swung across the abyss and
his feet landed on the little ledge beyond.

His shout of success came perhaps ten min-
utes later. “I’ve reached the stairway, Miss
O’Neill. I’ll try not to be long, but you’d better
exercise to keep up the circulation. Don’t worry,
please. I’ll be back before night.”

“I'm so glad,” she cried joyfully. “I was
afraid for you. And I'll not worry a bit. Good-
bye.”

Elliot made his way up to the summit and
ran along a footpath which brought him to a
bridge across the mountain stream just above
the falls. The trail zigzagged down the turbulent
little river close to the bank. Before he had
specialized on the short distances Gordon had
been a cross-country runner. He was in fair con-
dition and he covered the ground fast.

About a mile below the falls he met two men.
One of them was Colby Macdonald. He carried
a coil of rope over one shoulder. The big Alaskan
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explained that he had not been able to get it out
of his head that perhaps the climbers who had
waved at his party had been in difficulties. So
he had got a rope from the cabin of an old miner
and was on his way back to the falls.

The three climbed to the falls, crossed the
bridge, and reached the top of the cliff.

“You know the lay of the land down there, Mr.
Elliot. We’ll lower you,” decided Macdonald,
who took command as a matter of course.

Gordon presently stood beside Sheba on the
little plateau. She had quite recovered from the
touch of hysteria that had attacked her courage.
The wind and the rain had whipped the color
into her soft cheeks, had disarranged a little the
crinkly, blue-black hair, wet tendrils of which nes-
tled against her temples. The health and buoy-
ancy of the girl were in the live eyes that met his
eagerly.

“You were n't long,” was all she said.

“T met them coming,” he answered as he
dropped the loop of the rope over her head and
arranged it under her shoulders.

He showed her how to relieve part of the strain
of the rope on her flesh by using her hands to lift.
“All ready?” Macdonald called from above.

“All ready,” Elliot answered. To Sheba he
said, “Hold tight.”

The girl was swung from the ledge and rose
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jerkily in the air. She laughed gayly down at
her friend below.

“It’s fun.”

Gordon followed her a couple of minutes later.
She was waiting to give him a hand over the
edge of the cliff.

“Miss O’Neill, this is Mr. Macdonald,” he
said, as soon as he had freed himself from the
rope. “You are fellow passengers on the Han-
nah.”

Macdonald was looking at her straight and
hard. “Your father’s name — was it Farrell
O’Neill?”” he asked bluntly.

“Yes.”

“I knew him.”

The girl’'s eyes lit. “I’'m glad, Mr. Mac-
donald. That’s one reason I wanted to come to
Alaska — to hear about my father’s life here.
Will you tell me?”

“Sometime. We must be going now to catch
the boat — after I’ve had a look at the cliff this
young man crawled across.”

He turned away, abruptly it struck Elliot, and
climbed down the natural stairway up which the
young man had come. Presently he rejoined those
above. Macdonald looked at Elliot with a new
respect.

“You’'re in luck, my friend, that we’re not
carrying you from the foot of the cliff,” he said

56




The Yukon Trail

dryly. “I would n’t cross that rock wall for a
hundred thousand dollars in cold cash.”

“Nor I again,” admitted Gordon with a
laugh. “But we had either to homestead that
plateau or vacate it. I preferred the latter.”

Miss O’Neill’s deep eyes looked at him. She
was about to speak, then changed her mind.




CHAPTER VI
SHEBA SINGS — AND TWO MEN LISTEN

Evuior did not see Miss O’Neill next morning
until she appeared in the dining-room for break-
fast. He timed himself to get through so as to
join her when she left. They strolled out to the
deck together.

“Did you sleep well?”’ he asked.

“After I fell asleep. It took me a long time.
I kept seeing you on the traverse.”

He came abruptly to what was on his mind.
“I have an apology to make, Miss O’Neill. If I
made light of your danger yesterday, it was be-
cause I was afraid you might break down. I had
to seem unsympathetic rather than risk that.”

She smiled forgiveness. ““All you said was that
I might have sprained my wrist. It was true
too. I might have—and I did.” Sheba showed
a white linen bandage tied tightly around her
wrist.

“Does it pain much?”

“Not so much now. It throbbed a good deal
last night.”

“Your whole weight came on it with a wrench.
No wonder it hurt.”
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Sheba noticed that the Hannah was drawing up
to a wharf and the passengers were lining up with
their belongings. ““Is this where we change?”

“Those of us going to Kusiak transfer here.
But there’s no hurry. We wait at this landing
two hours.”

Gordon helped Sheba move her baggage to the
other boat and joined her on deck. They were
both strangers in the land. Their only common
acquaintance was Macdonald and he was letting
Mrs. Mallory absorb his attention just now. Left
to their own resources the two young people nat-
urally drifted together a good deal.

This suited Elliot. He found his companion
wholly delightful, not the less because she was
so different from the girls he knew at home.
She could be frank, and even shyly audacious
on occasion, but she held a little note of reserve
he felt bound to respect. Her experience of the
world had clearly been limited. She was not at all
sure of herself, of the proper degree of intimacy
to permit herself with a strange and likable young
man who had done her so signal a service.

Macdonald left the boat twenty miles below
Kusiak with Mrs. Mallory and the Selfridges. A
chauffeur with a motor-car was waiting on the
wharf to run them to town, but he gave the
wheel to Macdonald and took the seat beside the
driver.
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The little miner Strong grinned across to Elliot,
who was standing beside Miss O’Neill at the boat
rail.

“That’s Mac all over. He hires a fellow to run
his car — brings him up here from Seattle —and
then takes the wheel himself every time he rides.
I don’t somehow see Mac sitting back and letting
another man run the machine.”

It was close to noon before the river boat
turned a bend and steamed up to the wharf at
Kusiak. The place was an undistinguished little
log town that rambled back from the river up
the hill in a hit-or-miss fashion. Its main street
ran a tortuous course parallel to the stream.

Half of the town, it seemed, was down to meet
the boat.

“Are you going to the hotel or direct to your
cousin’s?”’ Gordon asked Miss O’Neill.

“To my cousin’s. I fancy she’s down here to
meet me. It was arranged that I come on this
boat.”

There was much waving of handkerchiefs and
shouting back and forth as the steamer slowly
drew close to the landing.

Elliot caught a glimpse of the only people in
Kusiak he had known before coming in, but
though he waved to them he saw they did not
recognize him. After the usual delay about get-
ting ashore he walked down the gangway carry-
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ing the suitcases of the Irish girl. Sheba followed
at his heels. On the wharf he came face to face
with a slender, well-dressed young woman.

“Diane!” he cried.

She stared at him. “You! What in Heaven’s
name are you doing here, Gordon Elliot? "’ she de-
manded, and before he could answer had seized
both hands and turned excivedly to call a stocky
man near. ‘‘Peter — Peter! Guess who'’s here?”

“Hello, Paget!” grinned Gordon, and he shook
hands with the husband of Diane.

Elliot turned to introduce his friend, but she
anticipated him.

“Cousin Diane,” she said shyly. “Don’t you
know me?”

Mrs. Paget swooped down upon the girl and
smothered her in her embrace.

“This is Sheba — little Sheba that I have
told you so often about, Peter,” she cried.
“Glory be, I'm glad to see you, child.” And
Diane kissed her again warmly. “You two met
on the boat, of course, coming in. I hope you
did n’t let her get lonesome, Gordon. Look
after Sheba’s suitcases, Peter. You’ll come to
dinner to-night, Gordon — at seven.”

“I’m in the kind hands of my countrywoman "’
laughed Gordon. “I’ll certainly be on hand.”

“But what in the world are you doing here?
You’re the last man I’d have expected to see.”
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“I’'m in the service of the Government, and
I’ve been sent in on business.”

“Well, I'm going to say something original,
dear people,” Mrs. Paget replied. “It’s a small
world, is n’t it?”

While he was dressing for dinner later in the
day, Elliot recalled early memories of the Pagets.
H= had known Diane ever since they had been
youngsters together at school. He remembered
her as a restless, wiry little thing, keen as a
knife-blade. She had developed into a very
pretty girl, alive, ambitious, energetic, with a
shrewd eye to the main chance. Always popular
socially, she had surprised everybody by refus-
ing the catch of the town to marry a young
mining engineer without a penny. Gordon was
in college at the time, but during the next long
vacation he had fraternized a good deal with
the Peter Pagets. The young married people
had been very much in love with each other, but
not too preoccupied to take the college boy into
their happiness as a comrade. Diane always
had been a manager, and she liked playing older
sister to so nice a lad. He had been on a footing
friendly enough to drop in unannounced when-
ever he took the fancy. If they were out, or
about to go out, the freedom of the den, a maga-
zine, and good tobacco had been his. Then the
Arctic gold-fields had claimed Paget and his
62
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bride. That had been more than ten years ago,
and until to-day Gordon had not seen them since.

While Elliot was brushing his dinner coat
before the open window of the room assigned
him at the hotel, somebody came out to the
porch below. The voice of a woman floated
faintly to him.

“Seen Diane’s Irish beauty yet, Ned?”

“Yes,” a man answered.

The woman laughed softly. ‘“Mrs. Mallory
came up on the same boat with her.” The in-
flection suggested that the words were meant
not to tell a fact, but some less obvious infer-
ence.

“Oh, you women!”’ the man commented good-
naturedly.

“She’s wonderfully pretty, and of course
Diane will make the most of her. But Mrs.
Mallory is a woman among ten thousand.”

“I’d choose the girl if it were me,” said the
man.

“But it is n’t you. We’ll see what we’ll see.”

They were moving up the street and Gordon
heard no more. What he had heard was not
clear to him. Why should any importance at-
tach to the fact that Mrs. Mallory and Sheba
O’Neill had come up the river on the same boat?
Yet he was vaguely disturbed by the insinua-
tion that in some way Diane was entering her
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cousin as a rival of the older woman. He re-
sented the idea that the fine, young personality
of the Irish girl was being cheapened by man-
agement on the part of Diane Paget.

Elliot was not the only dinner guest at the
Paget home that evening. He found Colby
Macdonald sitting in the living-room with
Sheba. She came quickly forward to meet the
newly arrived guest.

“Mr. Macdonald has been telling me about
my father. He knew him on Frenchman Creek
where they both worked claims,” explained the
girl.

The big mining man made no comment and
added nothing to what she said. There were
times when his face was about as expressive as a
stone wall. Except for a hard wariness in the
eyes it told nothing now.

The dinner went off very well. Diane and
Peter had a great many questions to ask Gor-
don about old friends. By the time these had
been answered Macdonald was chatting easily
with Sheba. The man had been in many out-
of-the-way corners of the world, had taken part
in much that was dramatic and interesting. If
the experience of the Irish girl had been small,
her imagination had none the less gone questing
beyond the narrow bars of her life upon amaz-
ing adventure. She listened with glowing eyes

64




The Yukon Trail

to the strange tales this man of magnificent
horizons had to tell. Never before had she come
into contact with any one like him.

The others too succumbed to his charm. He
dominated that little dining-room because he
was a sixty-horse-power dynamo. For all his
bulk he was as lean as a panther and as sinewy.
There was virility in the very economy of his
motions, in the reticence of his speech. Not
even a fool could have read weakness there.
When he followed Sheba into the living-room,
power trod in his long, easy stride.

Paget was superintendent of the Lucky Strike,
a mine owned principally by Macdonald. The
two talked business for a few minutes over their
cigars, but Diane interrupted gayly to bring
them back into the circle. Adroitly she started
Macdonald on the account of a rescue of two
men lost in a blizzard the year before. He had
the gift of dramatizing his story, of selecting
only effective details. There was no suggestion
of boasting. If he happened to be the hero of
any of his stories the fact was of no importance
to him. It was merely a detail of the picture he
was sketching.

Gordon interrupted with a question a story
he was telling of a fight he had seen between
two bull moose.

“Did you say that was while you were on the
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way over to inspect the Kamatlah coal-fields for
the first time?”

The eyes of the young man were quick with
interest.

“Yes.”

“Four years ago last spring?”

Macdonald looked at him with a wary steadi-
ness. Some doubt had found lodgment in his
mind. Before he could voice it, if, indeed, he
had any such intention, Elliot broke in swiftly,—

“Don’t answer that question. I asked it with-
out proper thought. I am a special agent of the
General Land Office sent up to investigate the
Macdonald coal claims and kindred interests.”

Slowly the rigor of the big Scotchman’s steely
eyes relaxed to a smile that was genial and dis-
arming. If this news hit him hard he gave no
sign of it. And that it was an unexpected blow
there could be no doubt.

“Glad you've come, Mr. Elliot. We ask
nothing but fair play. Tell the truth, and we’ll
thank you. The men who own the Macdonald
group of claims have nothing to conceal. I’ll
answer that question. I meant to say two years
ago last spring.”

His voice was easy and his gaze unwavering
as he made the correction, yet everybody in the
room except Sheba knew he was deliberately
lying to cover the slip. For the admission that
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he had inspected the Kamatlah field just be-
fore his dummies had filed upon it would at
least tend to aggravate suspicion that the en-
tries were not bona-fide.

It was rather an awkward moment. Diane
blamed herself because she had brought the
men together socially. Why had she not asked
Gordon more explicitly what his business was?
Peter grinned a little uncomfortably. It was
Sheba who quite unconsciously relieved the
situation.

“But what about the big moose, Mr. Mac-
donald? What did it do then?”

The Alaskan went back to his story. He was
talking for Sheba alone, for the young girl with
eager, fascinated eyes which flashed with sym-
pathy as they devoured selected glimpses of his
wild, turbulent career. Her clean, brave spirit
was throwing a glamour over the man. She sar
him with other eyes than Elliot’s. The Govern-
ment official admired him tremendously. Mac-
donald was an empire-builder. He blazed trails
for others to follow in safety. But Gordon could
guess how callously his path was strewn with
brutality, with the effects of an ethical color-
blindness largely selfish, though even he did
not know that the man’s primitive jungle code
of wolf eat wolf had played havoc with Sheba’s
young life many years before.
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Diane, satisfied that Macdonald had scored,
called upon Sheba.

“I want you to sing for us, dear, if you will.”

Sheba accompanied herself. The voice of the
girl had no unusual range, but it was singu-
larly sweet and full of the poignant feeling that
expresses the haunting pathos of her race.

“It’s well I know ye, Shevé Cross,

ye weary, stony hill,

An’ I'm tired, och, I'm tired to be
looking on ye still.

For here I live the near side
an’ he is on the far,

An’ all your heights and hollows are
between us, so they are.

Och anee!”

Gordon, as he listened, felt the strange hun-
ger of that homesick cry steal through his blood.
He saw his own emotions reflected in the face
of the Scotch-Canadian, who was watching with
a tense interest the slim, young figure at the
piano, the girl whose eyes were soft and dewy
with the mysticism of her people, were still
luminous with the poetry of the child in spite
of the years that heralded her a woman.

Elliot intercepted the triumphant sweep of
Diane’s glance from Macdonald to her husband.
In a flash it lit up for him the words he had
heard on the hotel porch. Diane, an inveterate

03

AT




»

1e

at

S oo T

o =

The Yukon Trail

matchmaker, intended her cousin to marry
Colby Macdonald. No doubt she thought she
was doing a fine thing for the girl. He was a
millionaire, the biggest figure in the Northwest.
His iron will ran the town and district as though
the people were chattels of his. Back of him
were some of the biggest financial interests in
the United States.

But the gorge of Elliot rose. The man, after
all, was a law-breaker, a menace to civilization.
He was a survivor by reason of his strength
from the primitive wolf-pack. Already the spe-
cial agent had heard many strange stories of
how this man of steel had risen to supremacy
by trampling down lesser men with whom he
had had dealings, of terrible battles from which
his lean, powerful body had emerged bloody
and battered, but victorious. The very look of
his hard, gray eyes was dominant and master-
ful. He would win, no matter how. It came to
Gordon’s rebel heart that if Macdonald wanted
this lovely Irish girl, — and the young man
never doubted that the Scotchman would want
her, — he would reach out and gather in Sheba
just as if she were a coal mine or a placer
prospect.

All this surged through the mind of the young
man while the singer was on the first line of the
second stanza.
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“But if 't was only Shevé Cross
to climb from foot to crown,
I'd soon be up an’ over that,
I'd soon be runnin’ down.
Then sure the great ould sea itself
is there beyont the bar,
An’ all the windy wathers are
between us, so they are.

Och anee!”

The rich, soft, young voice with its Irish
brogue died away. The little audience paid the
singer the tribute of silence. She herself was the
first to speak.

“ “‘Divided’ is the name of it. A namesake of
mine, Moira O’Neill, wrote it,” she explained.

“It’s a beautiful song, and I thank ye for
singing it,” Macdonald said simply. “It minds
me of my own barefoot days by the Tay.”

Later in the evening the two dinner guests
walked back to the hotel together. The two
subjects uppermost in the minds of both were
not mentioned by either. They discussed casu-
ally the cost of living in the North, the raising
of strawberries at Kusiak, and the best way to
treat the mosquito nuisance, but neither of
them referred to the Macdonald coal claims or

to Sheba O’Neill.
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CHAPTER VII

WALLY GETS ORDERS

MacpoNALD, from his desk, looked up at the
man in the doorway. Selfridge had come in
jauntily, a cigar in his mouth, but at sight of
the grim face of his chief the grin fled.

“Come in and shut the door,” ordered the
Scotchman. “I sent for you to congratulate
you, Wally. You did fine work outside. You told
me, did n’t you, that it was all settled at last —
that our claims are clear-listed for patent?”

The tubby little man felt the edge of irony
in the quiet voice. “Sure. That’s what Winton
told me,” he assented nervously.

“Then you’ll be interested to know that a
special field agent of the Land Department sat
opposite me last night and without batting an
eye came across with the glad news that he was
here to investigate our claims.”

Selfridge bounced up like a rubber ball from
the chair into which he had just settled. ““What!”

‘“Pleasant surprise, isn’t it? I’ve been won-
dering what you were doing outside. Of course
I know you had to take in the shows and caba-
rets of New York. But could n’t you edge in an
hour or two once a week to attend to business?”
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Wally’s collar began to choke him. The cool,
hard words of the big Scotchman pelted like
hail.

“Must be a bluff, Mac. The muckrake maga-
zines have raised such a row about the Gutten-
child crowd putting over a big steal on the pub-
lic that the party leaders are scared stiff. I
could n’t pick up a newspaper anywhere with-
out seeing your name in the headlines. It was
fierce.” Selfridge had found his glib tongue and
was off.

“I understand that, Wally. What I don’t
get is how you came to let them slip this over
on you without even a guess that it was going
to happen.”

That phase of the subject Selfridge did not
want to discuss.

“Bet you a hat I’ve guessed it right — just a
grand-stand play of the Administration to fool
the dear people. This fellow has got his orders
to give us a clean bill of hea'th. Sure. That
must be it. T suppose it’s this man Elliot that
came up on the boat with us.”

e

“Well, that’s easy. If he has n’t been seen
we can see him.”

Macdonald looked his man Friday over with
a scarcely veiled contempt. “You have a beau-
tiful, childlike faith in every man’s dishonesty,
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Wally. Did it ever occur to you that some peo-
ple are straight — that they won’t sell out?”

“All he gets is a beggarly two thousand or so
a year. We can fix him all right.”

“You’ve about as much vision as a breed
trader. Unless I miss my guess Elliot is n’t that
kind. He’ll go through to a finish. What I'd
like to know is how his mind works. If he sees
straight we’re all right, but if he is a narrow
conservation fanatic he might go ahead and
queer the whole game.”

“You would n’t stand for that.” The quick
glance of Selfridge asked a question.

The lips of the Scotchman were like steel
traps and his eyes points of steel. “We’ll cross
that bridge if we come to it. Our first move is
to try to win him to see this thing our way. I’ll
have a casual talk with him before he leaves for
Kamatlah and feel him out.”

“What’s he doing here at all? If he’s inves-
tigating the Kamatlah claims, why does he go-
hundreds of miles out of his way to come in to
Kusiak?” asked Selfridge.

Macdonald smiled sardonically. “He’s do-
ing this job right. Elliot as good as told me
that he’s on the job to look up my record thor-
oughly. So he comes to Kusiak first. In a few
days he’ll leave for Kamatlah. That’s where
you come in, Wally.”
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“How do you mean?”

“You’re going to start for Kamatlah to-
morrow. You’'ll arrange the stage before he
gets there — see all the men and the foremen.
Line them up so they’ll come through with the
proper talk. If you have any doubts about
whether you can trust some one, don’t take any
chances. Fire him out of the camp. Offer Elliot
the company hospitality. Load him down with
favors. Take him everywhere. Show him every-
thing. But don’t let him get any proofs that

the claims are being worked under the same
management.”’

“But he’ll suspect it.”

“You can’t help his suspicions. Don’t let
him get proof. Cover all the tracks that show
company control.”

“I can fix that,” he said. “But what about
Holt? The old man won’t do a thing but tell
all he knows, and a lot more that he suspects.
You know how bitter he is — and crazy. He
ought to be locked away with the flitter-mice.”

“You must n’t let Elliot meet Holt.”

“How the deuce can I help it? No chance

to keep them apart in that little hole. It can’t
be done.”

“Can’t it?”

Something in the quiet voice rang a bell of
alarm in the timid heart of Selfridge.
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“You mean —”

“A man who works for me as my lieutenant
must have nerve, Wally. Have you got it? Will
you take orders and go through with them?”

His hard eyes searched the face of the plump
little man. This was a job he would have liked
to do himself, but he could not get away just
now. Selfridge was the only man about him he
could trust with it.

Wally nodded. His lips were dry and parched.
“Go to it. What am I to do?”

“Get Holt out of the way while Elliot is at
Kamatlah.”

“But, Good Lord, I can’t keep the man tied
up a month,” protested the leading tenor of
Kusiak.

“It isn’t doing Holt any good to sit tight
clamped to that claim of his. He needs a change.
Besides, I want him away so that we can con-
test his claim. Run him up into the hills. Or
send him across to Siberia on a whaler. Or,
better still, have him arrested for insanity and
send him to Nome. I’ll get Judge Landor to
hold him a while.”

“That would give him an alibi for his absence
and prevent a contest.”

“That’s right. It would.”

“Leave it to me. The old man is going on a
vacation, though he does n’t know it yet.”
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“Good enough, Wally. I’ll trust you. But
remember, this fight has reached an acute stage.
No more mistakes. The devil of it is we never
seem to land the knockout punch. We’ve beaten
this bunch of reform idiots before Winton, be-
fore the Secretary of the Interior, before the
President, and before Congress. Now they’re
beginning all over again. Where is it to end?”

“This is their last kick. Probably Gutten-
child agreed to it so as to let the party go before
the people at the next election without any
apologies. Entirely formal investigation, I should
say.”

This might be true, or it might not. Mac-
donald knew that just now the American
people, always impulsive in its thinking, was
supporting strongly the movement for conserva-
tion. A searchlight had been turned upon the
Kamatlah coal-fields. Magazines and news-
papers had hammered it home to readers that
the Guttenchild and allied interests were en-
gaged in a big steal from the people of coal,
timber, and power-site lands to the value of
more than a hundred million dollars.

The trouble had originated in a department
row, but it had spread until the Macdonald
claims had become a party issue. The officials
of the Land Office, as well as the National Ad-
ministration, were friendly to the claimants.
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They had no desire to offend one of the two larg-
est money groups in the country. But neither
did they want to come to wreck on account of
the Guttenchilds. They found it impossible to
ignore the charge that the entries were fraudu-
lent and if consummated would result in a whole-
sale robbery of the public domain. Superficial
investigations had been made and the claimants
whitewashed. But the clamor had persisted.

Though he denied it officially, Macdonald
made a present to the public of the admission
that the entries were irregular. Laws, he held,
were made for men and should be interpreted
to aid progress. Bad ones ought to be evaded.

The facts were simple enough. Macdonald
was the original promoter of the Kamatlah coal-
field. He had engaged dummy entrymen to
take up one hundred and sixty acres each under
the Homestead Act. Later he intended to con-
solidate the claims and turn them over to the
Guttenchilds under an agreement by which he
was to receive one eighth of the stock of the com-
pany formed to work the mines. The entries
had been made, the fee accepted by the Land
Office, and receipts issued. In course of time
Macdonald had applied for patents.

Before these were issued the magazines began
to pour in their broadsides, and since then the
papers had been held up.
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The conscience of Macdonald was quite clear.
The pioneers in Alaska were building out of the
Arctic waste a new empire for the United States,
and he held that a fair Government could do
no less than offer them liberal treatment. To
lock up from present use vast resources needed
by Alaskans would be a mistaken policy, a
narrow and perverted application of the doc-
trine of conservation. The Territory should be
thrown open to the world. If capital were in-
vited in to do its share of the building, immigra-
tion would flow rapidly northward. Within the
lives of the present generation the new empire
would take shape and wealth would pour in-
evitably into the United States from its frozen
treasure house.

The view held by Macdonald was one com-
mon to the whole Pacific Coast. Seattle, Port-
land, San Francisco were a unit in the belief that
the Government had no right to close the door
of Alaska and then put a padlock upon it.

Feminine voices drifted from the outer office.
Macdonald opened the door to let in Mrs. Sel-
fridge and Mrs. Mallory.

The latter lady, Paris-shod and gloved, shook
hands smilingly with the Scotch-Canadian.
“Of course we’re intruders in business hours,
though you’ll tell us we’re not,” she suggested.

He was not a man to surrender easily to the
78
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spell of woman, but when he looked into her
deep-lidded, smouldering eyes something sultry
beat in his blood.

“Business may fly out of the window when
Mrs. Mallory comes in at the door,” he an-
swered.

“How gallant of you, especially when I've
come with an impertinent question.” Her gay
eyes mocked him as she spoke.

“Then I'll probably tell you to mind your
own business,” he laughed. “Let’s have your
question.”

“I’ve just been reading the ‘Transcontinental
Magazine.” A writer there says that you are a
highway robber and a gambler. I know you’re
a robber because all the magazines say so. But
are you only a big gambler?”’

He met her raillery without the least embar-
rassment.

“Sure I gamble. Every time I take a chance
I'm gambling. So does everybody else. When
you walk past the Flatiron Building you bet it
won’t fall down and crush you. We’ve got to
take chances to live.”

“How true, and I never thought of it,”” beamed
Mrs. Selfridge. “What a philosopher you are,
Mr. Macdonald.”

The Scotchman went on without paying any
attention to her effervescence. “I’ve gambled
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ever since I was a kid. I bet I could cross Death
Valley and get out alive. That time I won. I
bet it would rain once down in Arizona before
my cattle died. I lost. Another time I took a
contract to run a tunnel. In my bid I bet I
would n’t run into rock. My bank went broke
that trip. When I joined the Klondike rush I
was backing my luck to stand up. Same thing
when I located the Kamatlah field. The coal
might be a poor quality. Maybe I could n’t
interest big capital in the proposition. Perhaps
the Government would turn me down when I
came to prove up. I was betting my last dollar
against big odds. When I quit gambling it will
be because I’ve quit living.”

“And I suppose I'm a gambler too?” Mrs.
Mallory demanded with a little tilt of her hand-
some head.

He looked straight at her with the keen eyes
that had bored through her from the first day
they had met, the eyes that understood the
manner of woman she was and liked her none
the less.

“Of all the women I know you are the best
gambler. It’s born in you.”

“Why, Mr. Macdonald!” screamed Mrs. Sel-
fridge in her high staccato. “I don’t think that’s
a compliment.”

Mrs. Mallory did not often indulge in the
80
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luxury of a blush, but she changed color now.
This big, blunt man sometimes had an uncanny
divination. Did he, she asked herself, know what
stake she was gambling for at Kusiak?

“You are too wise,” she laughed with a touch
of embarrassment very becoming. “But I sup-
pose you are right. I like excitement.”

“We all do. The only man who does n’t gam-
ble is the convict in stripes, and the only reason
he does n’t is that his chips are all gone. It’s
true that men on the frontier play for bigger
stakes. They back their bets with all they have
got and put their lives on top for good measure.
But kids in the cradle =1l over the United States
are going to live easier because of the gamblers
at the dropping-off places. That writer fellow
hit the nail on the head about me. My whole
life is a gamble.”

She moved with slow grace toward the door,
then over her shoulder flashed a sudden invi-
tation at him. “Mrs. Selfridge and I are doing
a little betting to-day, Big Chief Gambler.
We’re backing our luck that you two men will
eat lunch with us at the Blue Bird Inn. Do we
win?”’

Macdonald reached for his hat promptly.
“You win.”



CHAPTER VIII

THE END OF THE PASSAGE

WaLLy SELFRIDGE was a reliable business
subordinate, even though he had slipped up in
the matter of the appointment of Elliot. But
when it came to facing the physical hardships
of the North he was a malingerer. The Kamat-
lah trip had to be taken because his chief had
ordered it, but the little man shirked the jour-
ney in his heart just as he knew his soft muscles
would shrink from the aches of the trail.

His idea of work was a set of tennis on the
outdoor wooden court of the Kusiak clubhouse,
and even there his game was not a hard, smash-
ing one, but an easy foursome with a girl for
partner. He liked better to play bridge with
attendants at hand to supply drinks and cigars.
By nature he was a sybarite. The call of the
frontier found no response in his sophisticated
soul.

The part of the journey to be made by water
was not so bad. Left to his own judgment, he
would have gone to St. Michael’s by boat and
chartered a small steamer for the long trip along
the coast through Bering Sea. But this would
take time, and Macdonald did not mean to let
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him waste a day. He was to leave the river boat
at the big bend and pack across country to
Kamatlah. It would be a rough, heavy trail.
The mosquitoes would be a continual torment.
The cooking would be poor. And at the end of
the long trek there awaited him monotonocus
months in a wretched coal camp far from all
the comforts of civilization. No wonder he
grumbled.

But though he grumbled at home and at the
club and on the street about his coming exile,
Selfridge made no complaints to Macdonald.
That man of steel had no sympathy with the
yearnings for the fleshpots. He was used to
driving himself through discomfort to his end,
and he expected as much of his deputies. Where-
fore Wally took the boat at the time scheduled
and waved a dismal farewell to wife and friends
assembled upon the wharf.

Elliot said good-bye to the Pagets and Miss
O’Neill ten days later. Diane was very frank
with him.

“I hear you’ve been sleuthing around, Gor-
don, for facts about Colby Macdonald. I don’t
know what you have heard about him, but I
hope you’ve got the sense to see how big a man
he is and how much this country here owes him.”

Gordon nodded agreement. ““Yes, he’s a big

”»

man.
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“And he’s good,” added Sheba eagerly. “He
never talks of it, but one finds out splendid
things he has done.”

. The young man smiled, but not at all super-
ciliously. He liked the stanch faith of the girl
in her friend, even though his investigations
had not led him to accept goodness as the out-
standing quality of the Scotchman.

“I don’t know what we would do without
him,” Diane went on. “Give him ten years and
a free hand and Alaska will be fit for white
people to live in. These attacks on him by news-
papers and magazines are an outrage.”

“It’s plain that you are a partisan,” charged
Gordon gayly.

“I’m against locking up Alaska and throwing
away the key, if that is what you mean by a
partisan. We need this country opened up —
the farms settled, the mines worked, the coal-
fields developed, railroads built. It is one great
big opportunity, the country here, and the nar-
row little conservation cranks want to shut it
up tight from the people who have energy and
foresight enough to help do the building.”

“The Kusiak Chamber of Commerce ought
to send you out as a lecturer to change public
opinion, Diane. You are one enthusiastic little
booster for freedom of opportunity,” laughed
the young man.
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“Oh, well!” Diane joined in his laughter. Tt
was one of her good points that she could laugh
at herself. “I dare say I do sound like a real
estate pamphlet, but it’s all true anyhow.”

Gordon left Kusiak as reluctantly as Wally
Selfridge had done, though his reasons for not
wanting to go were quite different. They cen-
tered about a dusky-eyed young woman whom
he had seen for the first time a fortnight before.
He would have denied even to himself that he
was in love, but whenever he was alone his
thoughts reverted to Sheba O’Neill.

At the big bend Gordon left the river boat for
his cross-country trek. Near the roadhouse was
an Indian village where he had expected to get
a guide for the journey to Kamatlah. But the
fishing season had begun, and the men had all
gone down river to take part in it.

The old Frenchman who kept the trading-post
and roadhouse advised Gordon not to attempt
the tramp alone.

“The trail it ees what you call dangerous.
Feefty-Mile Swamp ees a monster that swallows
men alive, Monsieur. You wait one week — two
week — t’ree week, and some one will turn up
to take you through,” he urged.

“But I can’t wait. And I have an official map
of the trail. Why can’t I follow it without a
guide?” Elliot wanted to know impatiently.
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The post-trader shrugged. “Maybeso, Mon-
sieur — maybe not. Feefty-Mile — it ees one
devil of a trail. No chechakoes are safe in there
without a guide. I, Baptiste, know.”

“Selfridge and his party went through a week
ago. I can follow the tracks they left.”

“But if it rains, Monsieur, the tracks will
vaneesh, n’est ce pas? Lose the way, and the
little singing folk will swarm in clouds about
Monsieur while he stumbles through the swamp.”

Elliot hesitated for the better part of a day,
then came to an impulsive decision. He knew
the evil fame of Fifty-Mile Swamp — that no
trail in Alaska was held to be more difficult or
dangerous. He knew too what a fearful pest
the mosquitoes were. Peter had told him a
story of how he and a party of engineers had
come upon a man wandering in the hills, driven
mad by mosquitoes. The traveler had lost his
matches and had been unable to light smudge
fires. Day and night the little singing devils had
swarmed about him. He could not sleep. He
could not rest. Every moment for forty-eight
hours he had fought for his life against them.
Within an hour of the time they found him the
man had died a raving maniac.

But Elliot was well equipped with mosquito
netting and with supplies. He had a reliable
map, and anyhow he had only to follow the
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tracks left by the Selfridge party. He turned
his back upon the big river and plunged into the
wilderness.

There came a night when he looked up into
the stars of the deep, still sky and knew that he
was hundreds of miles from any other human
being. Never in all his life had he been so much
alone. He was not afraid, but there was some-
thing awesome in a world so empty of his kind.
Sometimes he sang, and the sound of his voice
at first startled him. It was like living in a world
primeval, this traverse of a land so void of all
the mechanism that man has built about him.

The tracks of the Selfridge party grew fainter
after a night of rain. More rain fell, and they
were obliterated altogether.

Gordon fished. He killed fresh game for his
needs. Often he came on the tracks of moose
and caribou. Sometimes, startled, they leaped
into view quite close enough for a shot, but he
used his rifle only to meet his wants. A huge
grizzly faced him on the trail one afternoon,
growled its menace, and went lumbering into
the big rocks with awkward speed.

The way led through valley and morass,
across hills and mountains. It wandered in a
sort of haphazard fashion through a sun-bathed
universe washed clean of sordidness and mean-
ness. Always, as he pushed forward, the path
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grew more faint and uncertain. Elk runs crossed
it here and there, so that often Gordon went
astray and had to retrace his steps.

The maddening song of the mosquitoes was
always with him. Only when he slept did he
escape from it. The heavy gloves, the netting,
the smudge fires were at best an insufficient
protection.

It was the seventh night out that Elliot sus-
pected he was off the trail. Rain sluiced down
in torrents and next day continued to pour from
a dun sky. His own tracks were blotted out and
he searched for the trail in vain. Before the rain
stopped, he was thoroughly disturbed in mind.
It would be a serious business if he should be lost
in the bad lands of the bogs. Even though he
knew the general direction he must follow, there
was no certainty that he would ever emerge
from this swamp into which he had plunged.

Before he knew it he was entangled in Fifty-
Mile. His map showed him the morass stretched
for fifty miles to the south, but he knew that
it had been charted hurriedly by a surveying
party which had made no extensive explora-
tions. A good deal of this country was ferra in-
cognita. It ran vaguely into a No Man’s Land
unknown to the prospector.

The going was heavy. Gordon had to pick his
way through the mossy swamp, leading the
88
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pack-horse by the bridle. Sometimes he was
ankle-deep in water of a greenish slime. Again
he had to drag the animal from the bog to a
hummock of grass which gave a spongy footing.
This would end in another quagmire of peat
through which they must plough with the mud
sucking at their feet. It was hard, wearing toil.
There was nothing to do but keep moving. The
young man staggered forward till dusk. Utterly
exhausted, he camped for the night on a hillock
of moss that rose like an island in the swamp.
After he had eaten he fed his fire with green
boughs that raised a dense smoke. He lay on
the leeward side where the smoke drifted over
him and fought mosquitoes till a shift of the
wind lessened the plague. Toward midnight he
rigged up a net for protection and crawled into
his blankets. Instantly he fell sound asleep.
Elliot traveled next day by the compass. He
had food for three days more, but he knew that
no living man had the strength to travel for so
long in such a morass. It was near midday when
he lost his horse. The animal had bogged down
several times and Gordon had wasted much
time and spent a good deal of needed energy
in dragging it to firmer footing. This time the
pony refused to answer the whip. Its master
unloaded pack and saddle. He tried coaxing;
he tried the whip.
89
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“Come, Old-Timer. One plunge, and you’ll
make it yet,” he urged.

The pack-horse turned upon him dumb eyes
of reproach, struggled to free its limbs from the
mud, and sank down helplessly. It had traveled
its last yard on the long Alaska trails.

After the sound of the shot had died away,
Gordon struggled with the pack to the nearest
hummock. He cut holes in a gunny-sack to fit
his shoulders and packed into it his blankets,
a saucepan, the beans, the coffee, and the di-
minished handful of flour. Into it went too the
three slices of bacon that were left.

He hoisted the pack to his back and slipped
his arms through the slits he had made. Pain-
fully he labored forward over the quivering
peat. Every weary muscle revolted at the de-
mands his will imposed upon it. He drew on the
last ounce of his strength and staggered forward.
Sometimes he stumbled and went down into the
oozing mud, minded to stay there and be done
with the struggle. But the urge of life drove him
to his feet again. It sent him pitching forward
drunkenly. It carried him for weary miles after
he despaired of ever covering another hundred
yards.

With old, half-forgotten signals from the foot-
ball field he spurred his will. Perhaps his mind
was already beginning to wander, though through
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it all he held steadily to the direction that alone
could save him.

He clapped his hands feebly and stooped for
the plunge at the line of the enemy. ‘’Atta-
boy, Gord — ’attaboy — nine, eleven, seven-
teen. Hit ’er low, you Elliot.”

When at last he went down to stay it was
in an exhaustion so complete that not even his
indomitable will could lash him to his feet again.
For an hour he lay in a stupor, never stirring
even to fight the swarm of mosquitoes that
buzzed about him.

Toward evening he sat up and undid the
pack from his back. The matches, in a tin box
wrapped carefully with oilskin, were still per-
fectly dry. Soon he had a fire going and coffee
boiling in the frying-pan. From the tin cup he
carried strung on his belt he drank the coffee.
It went through him like strong liquor. He
warmed some beans and fried himself a slice of
bacon, sopping up the grease with a cold bis-
cuit left over from the day before.

Again he slept for a few hours. He had wound
his watch mechanically and it showed him four
o’clock when he took up the trail once more. In
Seattle and San Francisco people were still
asleep and darkness was heavy over the land.
Here it had been day for a long time, ever since
the summer sun, hidden for a while behind the
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low, distant hills, had come blazing forth again
in a saddle between two peaks.

Gordon had reduced his pack by discarding a
blanket, the frying-pan, and all the clothing he
was not wearing. His rifle lay behind him in the
swamp. He had cut to a minimum of safety
what he was carrying, according to his judg-
ment. But before long his last blanket was flung
aside. He could not afford to carry an extra
pound, for he knew he was running a race, the
stakes of which were life and death.

A cloud of mosquitoes moved with him. He
carried in his hand a spruce bough for defense
against them. His hands were gloved, his face
was covered with netting. But in spite of the
best he could do they were an added torture.

Afternoon found him still staggering forward.
The swamps were now behind him. He had won
through at last by the narrowest margin pos-
sible. The ground was rising sharply toward
the mountains. Across the range somewhere
lay Kamatlah. But he was all in. With his food
almost gone, a water supply uncertain, reserve
strength exhausted, the chances of getting over
the divide to safety were practically none.

He had come, so far as he could see, to the
end of the passage.
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CHAPTER IX

GID HOLT GOES PROSPECTING

As soon as Selfridge reached Kamatlah he
began arranging the stage against the arrival
of the Government agent. His preparations
were elaborate and thorough. A young engineer
named Howland had been in charge of the de-
velopment work, but Wally rearranged his forces
so as to let each dummy entryman handle the
claim entered in his name. One or two men
about whom he was doubtful he discharged and
hurried out of the camp.

Selfridge had been given a free hand as to ex-
penses and he oiled his way by liberal treatment
of the men and by a judicious expenditure. He
let them know pretty plainly that if the agent
on his way to Kamatlah suspected corporate
ownership of the claims, the Government would
close down all work and there would be no jobs
for them.

The company boarding-house became a res-
taurant, above which was suspended a newly
painted sign with the legend, “San Francisco
Grill, J. Glynn, Proprietor.” The store also
passed temporarily into the hands of its mana-
ger. Miners moved from the barracks that had
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been built by Macdonald into hastily constructed
cabins on the individual claims. Wally had al-
ways fancied himself as a stage manager for
amateur theatricals. Now he justified his faith
by transforming Kamatlah outwardly from a
company camp to a mushroom one settled by
wandering prospectors.

Gideon Holt alone was outside of all these
activities and watched them with suspicion.
He was an old-timer, sly but fearless, who hated
Colby Macdonald with a bitter jealousy that
could not be placated and he took no pains to hide
the fact. He had happened to be in the vicinity
prospecting when Macdonald had rushed his
entries. Partly out of mere perversity and partly
by reason of native shrewdness, old Holt had
slipped in and located one of the best claims
in the heart of the group. Nor had he been
moved to a reasonable compromise by any
amount of persuasion, threats, or tentative
offers to buy a relinquishment. He was obsti-
nate. He knew a good thing when he had it, and
he meant to sit tight.

The adherents of the company might charge
that Holt was cracked in the upper story, but
none of them denied he was sharp as a street Arab.
He guessed that all this preparation was not for
nothing. Kamatlah was being dressed up to im-
press somebody who would shortly arrive. The
94
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first thought of Holt was that a group of big capi-
talists might be coming to look over their invest-
ment. But he rejected this surmise. There would
be no need to try any deception upon them.
Mail from Seattle reached camp once a month.
Holt sat down before his stove to read one of
the newspapers he had brought from the office.
It was the “P.-1.”” On the fifth page was a little

boxed story that gave him his clue.

ELLIOT TO INVESTIGATE

MACDONALD COAL CLAIMS

The reopening of the controversy as to the :
: Macdonald claims, which had been clear- :
. listed for patent by Harold B. Winton, the :
. Commissioner of the General Land Office, :
- takes on another phase with the appointment :
. of Gordon Elliot as special field agent to exam- -
. ine the validity of the holdings. The new field -
. ‘agent won a reputation by his work in un- :
. earthing the Oklahoma “Gold Brick” land

+ frauds.

Elliot leaves Seattle in the Queen City :
. Thursday for the North, where he will make a
. thorough investigation of the whole situation :
: with a view to clearing up the matter defi-
. nitely. If his report is favorable to the claim- :
. ants, the patents will be granted without fur- :

- ther delay.

............................................

This was too good to keep. Holt pulled on his
boots and went out to twit such of the enemy
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as he might meet. It chanced that the first of
them was Selfridge, whom he had not seen since
his arrival, though he knew the little man was
in camp.

“How goes it, Holt? Fine and dandy, eh?”
inquired Wally with the professional geniality
he affected.

The old miner shook his head dolefully. “I
done bust my laig, Mr. Selfish,” he groaned.
It was one of his pleasant ways to affect a diffi-
culty of hearing and a dullness of understand-
ing, so that he could legitimately call people
by distorted versions of their names. “The old
man don’t amount to much nowadays. Onct
a man or a horse gits stove up I don’t reckon
either one pans out much pay dust any more.”

“Nothing to that, Gid. You’re younger than
you ever were, judging by your looks.”

“Then my-looks lie to beat hell, Mr. Selfish.”

“My name is Selfridge,” explained Wally, a
trifle irritated.

Holt put a cupped hand to his ear anxiously.
“Shellfish, did you say? Tha’ ’s right. How-
come I to forget? The old man’s going pretty
fast, Mr. Shellfish. No more memory than a
jackrabbit. Say, Mr. Shellfish, what’s the idee
of all this here back-to-the-people movement,
as the old sayin’ is?”

“I don’t know what you mean. And my name
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is Selfridge, I tell you,” snapped the owner of
that name.

“ *Course I ain’t got no more sense than the
law allows. I’'m a buzzard haid, but me I kin-
der got to millin’ it over and in respect to these
here local improvements, as you might say,
I'm doggoned if I sabe the whyfor.” There was
an imp of malicious deviltry in the black, beady
eyes sparkling at Selfridge from between nar-
rowed lids.

“Just some business changes we’re making.”

Holt showed his tobacco-stained teeth in a
grin splenetic. “Oh. That’s all. I did n’t know
but what you might be expecting a visitor.”

Selfridge flashed a sharp sidelong glance at
him. “What do you mean — a visitor?”

“I just got a notion mebbe you might be
looking for one, Mr. Pelfrich. But I don’t know
sic’ ’em. Like as not you ain’t fixing up for this
Gordon Elliot a-tall.”

Wally had no come-back, unless it was one
to retort in ironic admiration. “You’re a won-
der, Holt. Pity you don’t start a detective
bureau.”

The old man went away cackling dryly.

If Selfridge had held any doubts before, he
discarded them now. Holt would wreck the
whole enterprise, were he given a chance. It
would never do to let Elliot meet and talk with
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him. He knew too much, and he was eager to
tell all he knew.

Macdonald’s lieutenant got busy at once with
plans to abduct Holt. That it was very much
against the law did not disturb him much so
long as his chief stood back of him. The un-
supported word of the old man would not stand
in court, and if he became obstreperous they
could always have him locked up as a lunatic.
The very pose of the old miner — the make-
believe pretension that he was half a fool —
would lend itself to such a charge.

“We’ll send the old man off on a prospect-
ing trip with some of the boys,” explained Sel-
fridge to Howland. “That way we’ll kill two
birds. He’s back on his assessment work. The
time limit will be up before he returns and we’ll
start a contest for the claim.”

Howland made no comment. He was an en-
gineer and not a politician. In his position it
was impossible for him not to know that a good
deal about the legal status of the Macdonald
claims was irregular. But he was a firm believer
in a wide-open Alaska, in the use of the Terri-
tory by those who had settled it. The men back
of the big Scotchman were going to spend mil-
lions in development work, in building railroads.
It would help labor and business. The whole
North would feel a healthful reaction from the
98

EENRPNG Ut

o - TR

Y WM‘.}.:#-«-&/P“ g

CC R N w—

U0 B A O e+

4 02T A



R S

L B by i Nt s 3 v D ey

G 0 5

The Yukon Trail

Kamatlah activities. So, on the theory that the
end sometimes justifies doubtful means, he shut
his eyes to many acts that in his own private
affairs he would not have countenanced.

“Better arrange it with Big Bill, then, but
don’t tell me anything about it. I don’t want
to know the details,” he told Selfridge.

Big Bill Macy accepted the job with a grin.
There was double pay in it both for him and the
men he chose as his assistants. He had never
liked old Holt anyhow. Besides, they were not
going to do him any harm.

Holt was baking a batch of sour-dough bread
that evening when there came a knock at the
cabin door. At sight of Big Bill and his two
companions the prospector closed the oven and
straightened with alert suspicion. He was not
on visiting terms with any of these men. Why
had they come to see him? He asked point-
blank the question in his mind.

“We’re going prospecting up Wild-Goose
Creek, and we want you to go along, Gid,” ex-
plained Macy. *““You’re an old sour-dough miner,
and we-all agree we’d like to have you throw-in
with us. What say?”

The old miner’s answer was direct but not
flattering. ‘““What do I want to go on a wild-
goose mush with a bunch of bums for?” he
shrilled.
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Bill Macy scratched his hook nose and looked
reproachfully at his host. At least Holt thought
he was looking at him. One could not be sure,
for Bill’s eyes did not exactly track.

“That ain’t no kind o’ way to talk to a fellow
when he comes at you with a fair proposition,
Gid.”

“You tell Selfridge I ain’t going to leave
Kamatlah — not right now. I’'m going to stay
here on the job till that Land Office inspector
comes — and then I'm going to have a nice,
long, confidential chat with him. See?”

“What’s the use of snapping at me like a
turtle? Durden says Wild-Goose looks fine.
There’s gold up there — heaps of it.”

“Let it stay there, then. I ain’t going. That’s
flat.” Holt turned to adjust the damper of his
stove.

“Oh, I don’t know. I would n’t say that,”
drawled Bill insolently.

The man at the stove caught the change in
tone and turned quickly. He was too late. Macy
had thrown himself forward and the weight of
his body flung Holt against the wall. Before
the miner could recover, the other two men
were upon him. They bore him to the floor and
in spite of his struggles tied him hand and foot.

Big Bill rose and looked down derisively at
his prisoner. ‘““Better change your mind and
100
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go with us, Holt. We’ll spend a quiet month up
at the headquarters of Wild-Goose. Say you’ll
come along.”

“You’ll go to prison for this, Bill Macy.”

“Guess again, Gid, and mebbe you’ll get it
right this time.” Macy turned to his compan-
ions. “George, you bring up the horses. Dud,
see if that bread is cooked. Might as well
take it along with us — save us from baking to-
morrow.”’

“What are you going to do with me?” de-
manded Holt.

“I reckon you need a church to fall on you
before you can take a hint. Did n’t I mention
Wild-Goose Creek three or four times?” jeered
his captor.

“Every step you take will be one toward the
penitentiary. Get that into your cocoanut,” the
old miner retorted sharply.

“Nothing to that idee, Gid.”

“I’ll scream when you take me out.”

“Go to it. Then we’ll gag you.”

Holt made no further protest. He was furious,
but at present quite helpless. However it went
against the grain, he might as well give in until
rebellion would do some good.

Ten minutes later the party was moving si-
lently along the trail that led to the hills. The
pack-horses went first, in charge of George Hol-
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way. The prisoner walked next, his hands tied
behind him. Big Bill followed, and the man he
had called Dud brought up the rear.

They wound up a rising valley, entering from
it a cafion with precipitous walls that shut out
the late sun. It was by this time past eleven
o’clock and dusk was gathering closer. The
winding trail ran parallel with the creek, some-
times through thickets of young fir and some-
times across boulder beds that made traveling
difficult and slow. They went in single file, each
of them with a swarm of mosquitoes about his
head.

Macy had released the hands of his prisoner
so that he might have a chance to fight the sing-
ing pests, but he kept a wary eye upon him and
never let him move more than a few feet from
him. The trail grew steeper as it neared the
head of the cafion till at last it climbed the left
wall and emerged from the gulch to an uneven
mesa.

The leader of the party looked at his watch.
“Past midnight. We’ll camp here, George, and
see if we can’t get rid of the ’skeeters.”

They built smudge fires of green wood and
on the lee side of these another one of dry
sticks. Dud made coffee upon this and cooked
bacon to eat with the fresh bread they had taken
from the oven of Holt. While George chopped
102
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wood for the fires and boughs of small firs for
bedding, Big Bill sat with a rifle across his knees
just back of the prisoner.

“Gid’s a shifty old cuss, and I ain’t taking any
chances,” he explained aloud to Dud.

Holt was beginning to take the outrage phil-
osophically. He sat close to a smudge and
smoked his pipe.

“I would n’t either if I were you. Sometime
when you ain’t watching, I’'m liable to grab
that gun and shoot a hole in the place where
your brains would be if you had any,” coun-
tered the old man.

He slept peacefully while they took turns
watching him. Just now there would be no
chance to escape, but in a few days they would
become careless. The habit of feeling that they
had him securely would grow upon them. Then,
reasoned Holt, his opportunity would come.
One of the guards would take a chance. Per-
haps he might even fall asleep on duty. It was
not reasonable to suppose that in the next week
or two he would not catch them napping once
for a short ten seconds.

There was, of course, just the possibility that
they intended to murder him, but Holt could
not associate Selfridge with anything so lawless.
The man was too soft of fiber to carry through
such a programme, and as yet there was need
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of nothing so drastic. No, this little kidnapping
expedition would not run to murder. He would
be set free in a few weeks, and if he told the true
story of where he had been his foes would spread
the report that he was insane in his hatred of
Macdonald and imagined all sorts of persecu-
tions.

They followed Wild-Goose Creek all next
day, getting always closer to its headwaters
near the divide. On the third day they crossed
to the other side of the ridge and descended into
a little mountain park. They were in a country
where prospectors never came, one deserted
even by trappers at this season of the year.

The country was so much a primeval wilder-
ness that a big bull moose stalked almost upon
their camp before discovering the presence of a
strange biped. Big Bill snatched up a rifle and
took a shot which sent the intruder scamper-
ing.

From somewhere in the distance came a faint
sound.

“What was that?” asked George.

“Sounded like a shot. Mebbe it was an echo,”
returned Dud.

“Came too late for an echo,” Big Bill said.

Again faintly from some far corner of the
basin the sound drifted. It was like the pop of
a scarcely heard firecracker.
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The men looked at one another and at their
prisoner. Their eyes consulted once more.

“Think we better break camp and drift?”
asked Dud.

“No. We’'re in a little draw here — as good a
hiding-place as we’d be likely to find. Drive
the horses into the brush, George. We’ll sit
tight.”

“Got the criminals guessing,” Holt contrib-
uted maliciously. “You lads want to take the
hide offen Macy if he lands you in the pen
through that fool shot of his. Wonder if I had n’t
better yell.”

“T’ll stop your clock right then if you do,”
threatened Big Bill with a scowl.

Dud had been busy stamping out the camp-
fire while Holway was driving the horses into
the brush.

“Mebbe you had better get the camp things
behind them big rocks,” Macy conceded.

Even as he spoke there came the crack of a
revolver almost at the entrance to the draw.

One of the men swore softly. The gimlet
eyes of the old miner fastened on the spot where
in another moment his hoped-for rescuers would
appear.

A man staggered drunkenly into view. He
reeled halfway across the mouth of the draw
and stopped. His eyes, questing dully, fell upon
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the camp. He stared, as if doubtful whether
they had played him false, then lurched toward
the waiting group.

“Lost, and all in,” Holway said in a whisper
to Dud.

The other man nodded. Neither of them
made a move toward the stranger, who stopped
in front of their camp and looked with glazed
eyes from one to another. His face was drawn
and haggard and lined. Extreme exhaustion
showed in every movement. He babbled inco-
herently.

“Seven— eighteen — ninety-nine. ’Atta-boy,”
he said thickly.

“Don’t you see he’s starving and out of his
head?” snapped Holt brusquely. “Get him
grub, pronto.”

The old man rose and moved toward the suf-
fering man. “Come, pard. Tha’ ’s all right.
Sit down right here and go to it, as the old sayin’
is.” He led the man to a place beside Big Bill
and made him sit down. “Better light a fire,
boys, and get some coffee on. Don’t give him
too much solid grub at first.”

The famished man ate what was given him
and clamored for more.

“Coming up soon, pardner,” Holt told him
soothingly. “Now tell us howcome you to get
lost.”
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The man nodded gravely. “Hit that line
low, Gord. Hit ’er low. Only three yards to
gain.”

“Plumb bughouse,” commented Dud, chew-
ing tobacco stolidly.

“Qut of his head — that’s all. He’ll be right
enough after he’s fed up and had a good sleep.
But right now he’s sure some Exhibit A. Look
at the bones sticking through his cheeks,” Big
Bill commented.

“Come, Old-Timer. Get down in your collar
to it. Once more now. Don’t lie down on the
job. All together now.” The stranger clucked
to an imaginary horse and made a motion of
lifting with his hands.

“Looks like his hawss bogged down in Fifty-
Mile Swamp,” suggested Holt.

“Looks like,” agreed Dud.

The old miner said no more. But his eyes
narrowed to shining slits. If this man had come
through Fifty-Mile Swamp he must have started
from the river. That probably meant that he
had come from Kusiak. He was a young man,
talking the jargon of a college football player.
Without doubt he was, in the old phrasing of
the North, a chechako. His clothing, though
much soiled and torn, had been good. His voice
held the inflections of the cultured world.

Gideon Holt’s sly brain moved keenly to the
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possibility that he could put a name to this
human derelict they had picked up. He began
to see it as more than a possibility, as even a
probability, at least as a fifty-fifty chance. A
sardonic grin hovered about the corners of his
grim mouth. It would be a strange freak of
irony if Wally Selfridge, to prevent a meeting
between him and the Government land agent,
had sent him a hundred miles into the wilderness
to save the life of Gordon Elliot and so had
brought about the meeting that otherwise would
never have taken place.
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CHAPTER X
THE RAH-RAH BOY FUNCTIONS

Bic BirL grumbled a good deal at the addi-
tion to the party. It would be decidedly awk-
ward if this stranger should become rational and
understand the status of the camp he had joined.
The word of old Holt alone might be negligible,
but supported by that of a disinterested party
it would be a very different matter. Still, there
was no help for it. They would have to take
care of the man until he was able to travel. Per-
haps he would go in with them as an additional
guard. At the worst Big Bill could give him a
letter to Selfridge explaining things and so pass
the buck to that gentleman.

Gid Holt had, with the tacit consent of his
guards, appointed himself as a sort of nurse to
the stranger. He lit a smudge fire to the wind-
ward side of him, fed him small quantities of
food at intervals, and arranged a sleeping-place
for him with mosquito netting for protection.

Early in the evening the sick man fell into a
sound sleep from which he did not awake until
morning. George was away looking after the
pack-horses, Dud was cooking breakfast, and
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Big Bill, his rifle close at hand, was chopping
young firs fifty feet back of the camp. The cook
also had a gun, loaded with buckshot, lying on
a box beside him, so that they were taking no
chances with their prisoner. He could not have
covered twenty yards without being raked by a
cross-fire.

The old miner turned from rearranging the
boughs of green fir on the smudge to see that his
patient was awake and his mind normal. The
quiet, steady eyes resting upon him told that
the delirium had passed.

“Pretty nearly all in, wasn’t I?”’ the young
man said.

The answer of Gid Holt was an odd one.
“Yep. Seven — eleven — fifteen. Take ’er easy,
old man,” he said in his shrill, high voice as he
moved toward the man in the blankets. Then,
in a low tone, while he pretended to arrange the
bedding over the stranger, he asked a quick
question.

“Are you Elliot?”

i (g

“Don’t tell them. Talk football lingo as if
you was still out of your haid.” Holt turned and
called to Dud. “Says he wants some breakfast.”

“On the way,” the cook answered.

Holt seemed to be soothing the delirious man.
What he really said was this. “Selfridge has
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arranged a plant for you at Kamatlah. The
camp has been turned inside out to fool you.
They’ve brought me here a prisoner so as to
keep me from telling you the truth. Pst! Tune
up now.”’

Big Bill had put down his axe and was ap-
proaching. He was not exactly suspicious, but
he did not believe in taking unnecessary chances.

“I tell you I'm out of training. Played the
last game, have n’t we? Come through with a
square meal, you four-flusher,” demanded El-
liot in a querulous voice. He turned to Macy.
“Look here, Cap. Have n’t I played the game
all fall? Don’t I get what I want now we’re
through?”’

The voice of the young man was excited. His
eyes had lost their quiet steadiness and roved
restlessly to and fro. If Big Bill had held any
doubts one glance dissipated them.

“Sure you do. Hustle over and help Dud with
the breakfast, Holt. I’ll look out for our friend.”

Elliot and Holt found no more chance to talk
together that morning. Sometimes the young
Government official lay staring straight in front
of him. Sometimes he appeared to doze. Again
he would talk in the disjointed way of one not
clear in the head.

An opportunity came in the afternoon for a
moment.
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“Keep your eyes skinned for a chance to lay
out the guard to-night and get his gun,” Holt
said quickly.

Gordon nodded. “I don’t know that I’ve got
to do everything just as you say,” he com-
plained aloud for the benefit of George, who was
passing on his way to the place where the horses
were hobbled.

“Now— now! There ain’t nobody trying to
boss you,” Holt explained in a patient voice.

“They’d better not,” snapped the invalid.

“Some scrapper — that kid,” said the horse
wrangler with a grin.

Macy took the first watch that night. He
turned in at two after he had roused Dud to
take his place. The cook had been on duty
about an hour when Elliot kicked Holt, who was
sleeping beside him, to make sure that he was
ready. The old man answered the kick with
another.

Presently Gordon got up, yawned, and strolled
toward the edge of the camp.

“Don’t go and get lost, young fellow,” cau-
tioned Dud.

Gordon, on his way back, passed behind the
guard, who was sitting tailor fashion before a
smudge with a muley shotgun across his knees.

“This ain’t no country for chechakoes to be
wandering around without a keeper,” the cook
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continued. ““Looks like your folks would have
better sense than to let their rah-rah boy —”

He got no farther. Elliot dropped to one knee
and his strong fingers closed on the gullet of the
man so tightly that not even a groan could es-
cape him. His feet thrashed to and fro as he
struggled, but he could not shake off the grip
that was strangling him. The old miner, wait-
ing with every muscle ready and every nerve
under tension, flung aside his blanket and hurled
himself at the guard. It took him less time than
it takes to tell to wrest the gun from the cook.

He got to his feet just as Big Bill, his eyes and
brain still fogged with sleep, sat up and began
to take notice of the disturbance.

“Don’t move,” warned Holt sharply. “Bet-
ter throw your hands up. You reach for the
stars, too, Holway. No monkey business, do
you hear? I’d as lief blow a hole through you
as not.”

Big Bill turned bitterly upon Elliot. ““So you
were faking all the time, young fellow. We save
your life and you round on us. You’re a pretty
slick proposition as a double-crosser.”

“And that ain’t all,” chirped up Holt blithely.
“Let me introduce our friend to you, Mr. Big
Bill Macy. This is Gordon Elliot, the land agent
appointed to look over the Kamatlah claims.
Selfridge gave you lads this penitentiary job
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so as I would n’t meet Elliot when he reached
the camp. If he had n’t been so darned anxious
about it, our young friend would have died here
on the divide. But Mr. Selfridge kindly out-
fitted a party and sent us a hundred miles into
the hills to rescue the perishing, as the old sayin’
goes. Consequence is, Elliot and me meet up
and have that nice confidential talk after all.
The ways of Providence is strange, as you might
say, Mr. Macy.”

“Your trick,” conceded Big Bill sullenly.
“Now what are you going to do with us?”’

“Not a thing — going to leave you right here
to prospect Wild-Goose Creek,” answered Holt
blandly. ““Durden says there’s gold up here —
heaps of it.”

Bill Macy condemned Durden in language
profane and energetic. He did n’t stop at Dur-
den. Holt came in for a share of it, also Elliot
and Selfridge.

The old miner grinned at him. “You’ll feel
better now you’ve got that out of your system.
But don’t stop there if you’d like to say a few
more well-chosen words. We got time a-plenty.”

“Cut it out, Bill. That line o’ talk don’t buy
you anything,” said Holway curtly. “What’s
the use of beefing?”

“Now you’re shouting, my friend,” agreed
old Gideon. “I guess, Elliot, you can loosen
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The Yukon Trail

up on the chef’s throat awhile. He’s had per-
suading enough, don’t you reckon? I’ll sit here
and sorter keep the boys company while you
cut the pack-ropes and bring 'em here. But first
I'd step in and unload all the hardware they 're
packing. If you don’t one of them is likely to
get anxious. I’d hate to see any of them com-
mit suicide with none of their friends here to
say, ‘Don’t he look natural?’”

Elliot brought back the pack-ropes and cut
them into suitable lengths. Holt’s monologue
rambled on. He was garrulous and affable.
Not for a long time had he enjoyed himself so
much.

“Better begin with Chief Big Bill,” he sug-
gested. ““No, I would n’t make that move if I
was you, Mr. Macy. This old gun is liable to
go off accidental in your direction and she
spatters like hell. That’s the idee. Be reason-
able. Not that I give a hoot, but a man had n’t
ought to let his impulses run away with his
judgment, as the old sayin’ is.”

Gordon tied the hands of Big Bill behind him,
then roped his feet together, after which he did
the same for Holway. The old miner superin-
tended the job and was not satisfied till he had
added a few extra knots on his own behalf.

“That’ll hold them for awhile, I should n’t
wonder. Now if you’ll just cover friend chef
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with this sawed-off gat, Elliot, I’ll throw the
diamond hitch over what supplies we’ll need to
get back to Kamatlah. I’ll take one bronch
and leave the other to the convicts,” said Holt
cheerfully.

“Forget that convict stuff,” growled Macy.
“With Macdonald back of us and the Gutten-
childs back of him, you’ll have a hectic time
getting anything on us.”

“That might be true if these folks were back
of you. But are they? Course I ain’t any Sher-
lock Holmes, but it don’t look to me like they’d
play any such fool system as this.”

Big Bill opened his mouth to answer — and
said nothing. He had caught a look flashed at
him by Holway, a look that warned him he was
talking too much.

After Holt had packed one of the animals he
turned to Elliot.

“I reckon we’re ready.”

Under orders from Elliot, Dud fixed up the
smudges and arranged the mosquito netting
over the bound men so as to give them all the
protection possible.

“We’re going to take Dud with us for a part
of the trip. We’ll send him back to you later
in the day. You’ll have to fast till he gets back,
but outside of that you’ll do very well if you
don’t roll around trying to get loose. Do that,
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and you’ll jar loose the mosquito netting. You
know what that means,” explained Gordon.

“It ain’t likely any grizzlies will come pokin’
their noses into camp. But you never can tell.
Any last words you want sent to relatives?”
asked Gideon Holt.

The last words they heard from Big Bill as
they moved down the draw were sulphuric.

“Macy he ain’t wearin’ any W. J. Bryan smile
this glad mo’nin’,” mused old Holt aloud.

It was three o’clock in the morning by the
watch when they started. About nine they threw
off for breakfast. By this time they were just
across the divide and were ready to take the
down trail.

“I think we’ll let Dud go now,” Elliot told
his partner in the adventure.

“ Better hold him till afternoon. Then they
can’t possibly reach us till we get to Kamatlah.”

“What does it matter if they do? We have
both rifles and have left them only one re-
volver. Besides, I don’t like to leave two bound
men alone in so wild a district for any great
time. No, we’ll start Dud on the back trail.
That grizzly you promised Big Bill might really
turn up.”

The two men struck the headwaters of Wild-
Goose Creek about noon and followed the stream
down.' They traveled steadily without haste.
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So long as they kept a good lookout there was
nothing to be feared from the men they had left
behind. They had both a long start and the
advantage of weapons.

If Elliot had advertised for a year he could
not have found a man who knew more of Colby
Macdonald’s past than Gideon Holt. The old
man had mushed on the trail with him in the
Klondike days. He had worked a claim on
Frenchman Creek with him and had by sharp
practice — so at least he had come to believe
— been lawed out of his rights by the shrewd
Scotchman. For seventeen years he had nursed
a grudge against Macdonald, and he was never
tired of talking about him. He knew many
doubtful things charged to the account of the
big man as he had blazed a way to success over
the failures of less fortunate people. One story
in particular interested Gordon. It came out
the second day, as they were getting down into
the foothills.

“There was Farrell O’Neill. He was a good
fellow, Farrell was, but he had just one weak-
ness. There was times when he liked the bottle
too well. He’d let it alone for months and then
just lap the stuff up. It was the time of the
stampede to Bonanza Creek. Men are just like
sheep. They wear wool on their backs like them
and have their habits. You can start ’em any
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fool way for no cause a-tall. Don’t you know it?
Well, the news of the strike on Bonanza reached
Dawson and we all burnt up the trail to get to
the new ground first. O’Neill was one of the
first. He got in about twenty below discovery,
if I remember. Mac wasn't in Dawson, but
he got there next mo’nin’ and heard the news.
He lit out for Bonanza pronto.”

The old miner stopped, took a chew of to-
bacco, and looked down into the valley far be-
low where Kamatlah could just be seen, a little
huddle of huts.

“Well?” asked Elliot. It was occasionally
necessary to prompt Holt when he paused for
his dramatic effects. He would pretend to for-
get that he was telling a yarn which might in-
terest his hearer.

“Mac draps in and joins O’Neill at night.
They knew each other, y’ understand, so o’
course it was natural Mac would put up at
his camp. O’Neill had a partner and they had
located together. Fellow named Strong.”

“Not Hanford Strong, a little, heavy-set
man somewhere around fifty?” Gordon asked
quickly.

“You've tagged the right man. Know him?”

“I’ve met him.”

“Well, I never heard anything against Han

Strong. Anyway, he was off that night packing
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grub up while Farrell held down the claim.

| to
Mac had a jug of booze with him. He got Farrell ’ til
tanked up. You know Mac — how he can put he
it across when he’s a mind to. He’s a forceful J T
devil, and he can be a mighty likable one.” gr

Elliot nodded understanding. “He’s always Wi
the head of the table no matter where he sits. ca
And there is something wonderfully attractive cli
about him.” di

“Sure there is. But when he is friendliest you th
want to watch out he don’t slip an upper cut at
you that’ll put you out of biz. He done that to lis
Farrell — and done it a-plenty.” ! pa

“How?”

“O’Neill got mellowed up till he thought Mac tin
was his best friend. He was ready to eat out of N¢
his hand. So Mac works him up to sign a con- It
tract — before witnesses too; trust Mac for that ‘
— exchanging his half-interest in the claim for ab
five hundred dollars in cash and Mac’s no-"count at
lease on Frenchman Creek. Inside of a week alc
Mac and Strong struck a big pay streak. They , at
took over two hundred thousand from the spring in

4 clean-up.” ‘
“It was nothing better than robbery.” Wi
it “Call it what you want to. Anyhow, it stuck. ; col
O’Neill kicked, and that’s all the good it did of
i him. He consulted lawyers at Dawson. Fi- ' cot
i nally he got so discouraged that he plumb went WO
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to pieces — got on a long bat and stayed there
till his money ran out. Then one bitter night
he starts up to Bonanza to have it out with Mac.
The mercury was so low it had run into the
ground a foot. Farrell slept in a deserted cabin
without a fire and not enough bedding. He
caught pneumony. By the time he reached the
claim he was a mighty sick man. Next week he
died. That’s all Mac done to O’Neill. Not a
thing that was n’t legal either.”

Gordon thought of Sheba O’Neill as she sat
listening to the tales of Macdonald in Diane’s
parlor and his gorge rose at the man.

“But Mac had fell on his feet all right.” con-
tinued Holt. “He got his start off that claim.
Now he’s a millionaire two or three times over,
I reckon.”

They reached the outskirts of Kamatlah
about noon of the third day. Gordon left Holt
at his cabin after they had eaten and went in
alone to look the ground over. He met Selfridge
at the post-office. That gentleman was effusive
in his greeting.

“This 7 a pleasant surprise, Mr. Elliot.
When did you get in? Had no idea you were
coming or I’d have asked you for the pleasure
of your company. I'm down on business, of
course. No need to tell you that — nobody
would come to this hole for any other reason.
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Howland and his wife are the only possible peo-
ple here. Hope you play bridge.”

Elliot played it, but he did not say so. It was
his business not to be drawn into entangling
alliances.

“Of course you’ll put up with me as my
guest,” Selfridge flowed on. “I’ve wanted
to meet you again ever since we were on the
Hannah together.”

This was a little too cheeky. Gordon recalled
with some amusement how this tubby little man
and his friends had ignored the existence of
Sheba O’Neill and himself for several days.

He answered genially. ‘“Pleasant time we
had on the river, did n’t we? Thanks awfully
for your invitation, but I've already made ar-
rangements for putting up.”

““Where? There’s no decent place in camp
except at Howland’s. He keeps open house for
our friends.”

“I could n’t think of troubling him,” coun-
tered Gordon.

“No trouble at all. We’ll send for your
things. Where are they?”

The land agent let him have it right between
the eyes. “At Gideon Holt’s. I'm staying with
him on his claim.”

Wally had struck a match to light a cigar-
ette, but this simple statement petrified him.
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His jaw dropped and his eyes bulged. Not till
the flame burned his fingers did he come to
life.

“Did you say you were staying — with Gid
Holt?”’ he floundered weakly.

Gordon noticed that his florid face had lost
its color. The jaunty cock-sureness of the man
had flickered out like the flame of the charred
match.

“Yes. He offered to board me,” answered the
young man blandly.

“But— I did n’t know he was here — seems
to me I had heard — somewhere — that he was
away.”’

“He was away. But he has come back.”
Gordon gave the information without even a
flash of mirth in his steady eyes.

Selfridge could not quite let the subject alone.
“Seems to me I heard he went prospecting.”

“He did. Up Wild-Goose Creek, with Big
Bill Macy and two other men. But I asked him
to come back with me — and he did.”

Feebly Wally groped for the clue without find-
ing it. Had Big Bill sold him out? And how
had Elliot got into touch with him?

“Just so, Mr. Elliot. But really, you know,
Howland can make you a great deal more com-
fortable than Holt. His wife is a famous cook.
I'll have a man go get your traps.”
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“It’s very good of you, but I think I won’t
move.”’

“Oh, but you must. Holt’s nutty — nobody
at home, you know. Everybody knows that.”

“Is he? The old man struck me as being re-
markably clear-headed. By the way, I want to
thank you for sending a relief party out to find
me, Mr. Selfridge. Except for your help I would
have died in the hills.”

This was another facer for Wally. What the
devil did the fellow mean? The deuce of it was
that he knew all the facts and Wally Jid not.
He talked as if he meant it, but behind those
cool eyes there might lie either mockery or
irony. One thing alone stood out to Selfridge
like a sore thumb. His plans had come tum-
bling down like a house of cards. Either Big
Bill had blundered amazingly, or he had played
traitor. In either case Wally could guess pretty
shrewdly whose hide Macdonald would tan for
the failure. The chief wanted results. He did
not ask of his subordinates how they got them.
And this was the second time in succession that
Selfridge had come to grief.
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CHAPTER XI

GORDON INVITES HIMSELF TO DINNER — AND
DOES NOT ENJOY IT

Bic BiLL and his companions reached Kamat-
lah early next day. They reported at once to
Selfridge. It had been the intention of Wally
to vent upon them the bad temper that had
been gathering ever since his talk with Elliot.
But his first sarcastic question drew such a snarl
of anger that he reconsidered. The men were
both sullen and furious. They let him know
roundly that if Holt made them any trouble
through the courts, they would tell all they
knew.

The little man became alarmed. Instead of
reproaches he gave them soft words and prom-
ises. The company would see them through.
It would protect them against criminal proced-
ure. But above all they must stand pat in
denial. A conviction would be impossible even
if the State’s attorney filed an indictment against
them. Meanwhile they would remain on the
company pay-roll.

Gordon Elliot was a trained investigator.
Even without Holt at his side he would probably
have unearthed the truth about the Kamatlah
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situation. But with the little miner by his side
to tell him the facts, he found his task an easy
one.

Selfridge followed orders and let him talk
with the men freely. All of them had been drilled
till they knew their story like parrots. They
were suspicious of the approaches of Elliot, but
they had been warned that they must appear to
talk candidly. The result was that some talked
too much and some not enough. They contra-
dicted themselves and one another. They let
slip admissions under skillful examination that
could be explained on no other basis than that
of company ownership.

Both Selfridge and Howland outdid them-
selves in efforts to establish close social relations.
But Gordon was careful to put himself under
no obligations. He called on the Howlands, but
he laughingly explained why he could not ac-
cept the invitations of Mrs. Howland to dinner.

“I have to tell things here as I see them, and
may not have your point of view. How can I
accept your hospitality and then report that
I think your husband ought to be sent up for
life?”

She was a good, motherly woman and she
laughed with him. But she did wish this pleas-
ant young fellow could be made to take the
proper view of things.

126

at
ni;

bi;
ag
SO
Hc¢
hix
al

at

spr
twi
wel

the

ing
Shy
at ¢
ab

lool
tion

H




The Yukon Trail

Within two weeks Elliot had finished his work
at Kamatlah.

“Off for Kusiak to-morrow,” he told Holt that
night.

The old miner went with him as a guide to the
big bend. Gordon had no desire to attempt
again Fifty-Mile Swamp without the help of
some one who knew every foot of the trail.
Holt had taken the trip a dozen times. With
him to show the way the swamp became merely
a hard, grueling mush through boggy lowlands.

Weary with the trail, they reached the river
at the end of a long day. An Indian village lay
sprawled along the bank, and through this the
two men tramped to the roadhouse where they
were to put up for the night.

Holt called to the younger man, who was at
the time in the lead.

“Wait a minute, Elliot.”

Gordon turned. The old Alaskan was offer-
ing a quarter to a little half-naked Indian boy.
Shyly the four-year-old came forward, a step
at a time, his finger in his mouth. He held out
a brown hand for the coin.

“What’s your name, kid?” Holt flashed a
look at Elliot that warned him to pay atten-
tion.

“Colmac,” the boy answered bashfully.

His fist closed on the quarter, he turned, and
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like a startled caribou he fled to a comely young
Indian woman standing near the trail.

With gleaming eyes Holt turned to Elliot.
“Take a good look at the squaw,” he said in a
low voice.

‘Elliot glanced at the woman behind whose
skirts the youngster was hiding. He smiled and
nodded pleasantly to her.

“She’s not bad looking if that’s what you
mean,”’ he said after they had taken up the trail
again.

“You ain’t the only white man that has
thought that,” retorted the old miner signifi-
cantly.

“No?” Gordon had learned to let Holt tell
things at his leisure. It usually took less time
than to try to hurry him.

“Name of the kid mean anything to you?”

“Can’t say it did.”

“Hm! Named for his dad. First syllable of
each of his names.”

The land inspector stopped in his stride and
wheeled upon Holt. His eyes asked eagerly a
question. “You don’t mean Colby Macdonald?”

“Why don’t I?”

“But — Good Lord, he isn’t a squawman,
is he?”

“Not in the usual meaning of the word. She
never cooked and kept house for him. Just the
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same, little Colmac is his kid. Could n’t you
see it sticking out all over him? He’s the spit 'n’
image of his dad.” o

“I see it now you've pointed it out. I was
trying to think who he reminded me of. Of
course it was Macdonald.”

“Mac met up with Meteetse when he first
scouted this country for coal five years ago.
So far’s I know he was square enough with the
girl. She never claimed he made any promises or
anything like that. He sends a check down once
a quarter to the trader here for her and the kid.”

But young Elliot was not thinking about Me-
teetse. His mind’s eye saw another picture —
the girl at Kusiak, listening spellbound to the
tales of a man whose actions translated romance
into life for her, a girl swept from the quiet back-
waters of an Irish village to this land of the mid-
night sun with its amazing contrasts.

And all the way up on the boat she contin-
ued to fill his mind. The slowness of the steamer
fretted him. He paced up and down the deck
for hours at a time worried and anxious. Some-
times the jealousy in his heart flamed up like a
prairie fire when it comes to a brush heap. The
outrage of it set him blazing with indignation.
Diane ought to be whipped, he told himself, for
her part in the deception. It was no less than a
conspiracy. What could an innocent young girl
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like Sheba know of such a man as Colby Mac-
donald? Her imagination conceived, no doubt,
an idealized vision of him. But the real man
was clear outside her ken.

Gordon set his jaw grimly. He would have it
out with Diane. He would let her see she was
not going to have it all her own way. By God,
he would put a spoke in her wheel.

Sometimes, when the cool, evening breezes
blew on his bare, fevered head, he laughed at
himself for an idiot. How did he know that
Macdonald wanted Sheba O’Neill. All the evi-
dence he had was that he had once seen the man
watch her while she sang a sentimental song.
Whereas it was common talk that he would
probably marry Mrs. Mallory, that for months
he had been her almost daily companion. If
the older woman had lost the sweet, supple slim-
ness of her first youth, she had won in exchange
a sophisticated grace, a seductive allure that
made her the envy of all the women with whom
she associated. She held at command a warm,
languorous charm which had stirred banked
fires in the hearts of many men. Why should
not Macdonald woo her? Gordon himself ad-
mitted her attractiveness.

And why should he take it for granted that
Sheba was ready to drop into the arms of the
big Alaskan whenever he said the word? At the
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least he was twenty years older than she. Surely
she might admire him without falling in love
with the man. Was there not something almost
insulting in the supposition that Macdonald had
only to speak to her in order to win?

But in spite of reason he was on fire to come
to his journey’s end. No sooner had he reached
his hotel than he called up Mrs. Paget. Quite
clearly she understood that he wanted an invi-
tation to dinner. Yet she hesitated.

“My ’phone can’t be working well,” Gordon
told her gayly. “You must have asked me to
dinner, but I did n’t just hear it. Never mind.
I’ll be there. Seven o’clock, did you say?”’

Diane laughed. “You’re just as much a boy as
you were ten yearsago, Gord. All right. Come
along. But you’re to leave at ten. Do you under-
stand?”’

“No, I can’t hear that. My ’phone has gone
bad again. And if I had heard, I should n’t
think of doing anything so ridiculous as leaving
at that hour. It would be an insult to your hos-
pitality. I know when I'm well off.”

“Then I'll have to withdraw my invitation.
Perhaps some other day —”

“I’ll leave at ten,” promised Elliot meekly.

He could almost hear the smile in her voice
as she answered. ‘““Very well. Seven sharp. I’ll
explain about the curfew limit sometime.”
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Macdonald was with Miss O’Neill in the living-
room when Gordon arrived at the Paget home.

Sheba came forward to greet the new guest.
The welcome in her eyes was very genuine.

“You and Mr. Macdonald know each other,
of course,” she said after her handshake.

The Scotchman nodded his lean, grizzled head,
looking straight into the eyes of the field agent.
There was always a certain deliberation about
his manner, but it was the slowness of strength
and not of weakness.

“Yes, I know Mr. Elliot — now. I’'m not so
sure that he knows me — yet.”

“I’m beginning to know you rather well, Mr.
Macdonald,” answered Gordon quietly, but with
a very steady look.

If the Alaskan wanted to declare war he was
ready for it. The field agent knew that Selfridge
had sent reports detailing what had happened
at Kamatlah. Up to date Macdonald had of-
fered him the velvet glove. He wondered if the
time had come when the fist of steel was to be
doubled.

Paget was frankly pleased to see Gordon again.
He was a simple, honest man who moved always
in a straight line. He had liked Elliot as a boy
and he still liked him. So did Diane, for that
matter, but she was a little on her guard against
him. She had certain plans under way that she
132

int
to |
1

ask

que
one
inte
of

had
me)
fair

as |
bee

mal

“
6

[

he
don

(]

on
mail

The

min

brol



The Yukon Trail

intended to put through. She was not going
to let even Gordon Elliot frustrate them.

“Did you have a successful trip, Mr. Elliot?”
asked Sheba innocently.,

Paget grinned behind his hand. The girl’s
question was like a match to powder, and every
one in the room knew it but she. The engineer’s
interests and his convictions were on the side
of Macdonald, but he recognized that Elliot
had been sent in to gather facts for the Govern-
ment and not to give advice to it. If he played
fair, he could only tell the truth as he saw it.

The eyes of Diane held a spark of hostility
as she leaned forward. The word had already
been passed among the faithful that this young
man was not taking the right point of view.

“Did you, Gordon?”” echoed his hostess.

“I think so,” he answered quietly.

“I hear you put up with old Gideon Holt. Is
he as cracked as he used to be?” asked Mac-
donald.

“Was he cracked when you used to know him
on Frenchman Creek?’’ countered the young
man.

Macdonald shot a quick, slant look at him.
The old man had been talking, had he?

“He was cracked and broke too,” laughed the
mine-owner hardily. “Cracked when he came,
broke when he left.”
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“Yes, that was one of the stories he told me.” ‘
Gordon turned to Sheba. “You should meet the

| olc
old man, Miss O’Neill. He knew your father at he
Dawson and on Bonanza.” m¢
The girl was all eagerness. “I’d like to. Does wa
he ever come to Kusiak?” ‘
“Nonsense!” cut in Diane sharply. She thi
flashed at Gordon a look of annoyance. “He’s '
nothing but a daft old idiot, my dear.” me
The dinner had started wrong, and though '.
Paget steered the conversation to safer ground, b |
it did not go very well. At least three of those do
N present were a little on edge. Even Sheba, who cal
» i: I, had missed entirely the point of the veiled thrusts,
W o knew that Elliot was not in harmony with either ple
oy § Diane or Macdonald. cre
’12“ ! Gordon was ashamed of himself. He could po
{‘-”‘?‘ not quite have told what were the impulses that
H‘E had moved him to carry the war into the camp ou
i of the enemy. Perhaps, more than anything else, It
L it had been a certain look of quiet assurance in
é; the eyes of his rival when he looked at Sheba. th
b 1 He rose promptly at ten.
i “Must you go so soon?” Diane asked. She al
et was smiling at him with bland mockery. to
{ “ “I really must,” answered Elliot. an
Gl His hostess followed him into the hall. She |
L watched him get into his coat before saying what rig
”‘3 : was on her mind. yo
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“What did you mean by telling Sheba that
old Holt knew her father? What is he to tell
her if they meet — that her father died of pneu-
monia brought on by drink? Is that what you
want?”

Gordon was honestly contrite. “I did n’t
think of that.”

“No, you were too busy thinking of something
mean to say to Mr. Macdonald.”

He agreed, yet could not forbear one dig more.
“T suppose I wanted Holt to tell her that Mac-
donald robbed her father and indirectly was the
cause of his death.”

“Absurd!” exploded Diane. “You’re so sim-
ple that you accept as true the gossip of every
crack-brained idiot — when it suits your pur-
pose.”

He smiled, boyishly, engagingly, as he held
out his hand. “Don’t let’s quarrel, Di. I admit
I forgot myself.”

“All right. We won’t. But don’t believe all
the catty talk you hear, Gordon.”

“I’ll try to believe only the truth.” He smiled,
a little ruefully. “And it is n’t necessary for you
to explain why the curfew law applies to me
and not to Macdonald.”

She was on her dignity at once. * xou’re quite
right. It is n’t necessary. But I’'m going to tell
you anyhow. Mr. Macdonald is going away
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to-morrow for two or three days and he has some
business he wants to talk over with Sheba. He
had made an appointment with her, and I did n’t
think it fair to let your coming interfere with it.”

Gordon took this facer with his smile still
working.

“I’ve got a little business I want to talk over
with you, Di.”

She had always been a young woman of rather
a hard finish. Now she met him fairly, eye to
eye. “Any time you like, Gordon.”

Elliot carried away with him one very defi-
nite impression. Diane intended Sheba to marry
Macdonald if she could bring it about. She
had as good as served notice on him that the
girl was spoken for.

The young man set his square jaw. Diane
was used to having her own way. So was Mac-

donald. Well, the Elliots had a will of their own
too.
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CHAPTER XII
SHEBA SAYS “PERHAPS”

OBevING the orders of the general in com-
mand, Peter took himself to his den with the ex-
cuse that he had blue-prints to work over. Pres-
ently Diane said she thought she heard one of
the children crying and left to investigate.

The Scotchman strode to the fireplace and
stood looking down into the glowing coals. He
seemed in no hurry to break the silence and
Sheba glanced at his strong, brooding face a
little apprehensively. Her excitement showed
in the color that was beating into her cheeks.
She knew of only one subject that would call
for so formal a private talk between her and
Macdonald, and any discussion of this she would
very much have liked to postpone.

He turned from the fire to Sheba. It was char-
acteristic of him that he plunged straight at
what he wanted to say.

“I’ve asked to see you alone, Miss O’Neill,
because I want to make a confession and resti-
tution — to begin with,” he told her abruptly.

She had a sense of suddenly stilled pulses.
“That sounds very serious.” The young woman
smiled faintly.
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His face of chiseled granite masked all emo-
tion. I