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    Chapter 1


    One afternoon years ago in the cattle days of the old West, Dan Harper, a ranch owner, was out on the range with three of his men, Web Wright, Bob Martin, and Charley Pratt. They were riding four abreast toward a high ridge, beyond which lay Big Pine Creek with its growth of woods and brush on either side.


    At the foot of the ridge Dan pulled his horse to a stop and so did the others. Dan said: “We know that old mare and her colt are over this ridge because we’ve seen them there. Let’s spread out here and come at her from opposite directions. She may try to run this way to get to open country and we might be able to drop a loop over her head and maybe another one over her yearling colt’s, too.”


    Charley Pratt, much younger than the other men, was only eighteen years old. He was tall, lean, and sun-tanned, having grown up in the saddle. Excitement shone in his dark eyes as he looked intently at Dan Harper and listened to his instructions. The riders were to spread out as they went over the ridge in order to come at old Blue Streak from opposite directions and take her by surprise.


    Holding their ropes ready, the men moved apart so that there was a space of several rods between them as they rode up and over the ridge. Charley, at Dan’s suggestion, remained hidden behind the ridge near the top to keep watch. If Blue Streak and her big dapple-gray colt started in his direction, he was to appear suddenly on top of the ridge and turn them back. Then Dan, Bob, and Web, all skillful with their ropes, would have a chance to rush up to the old mare, and perhaps one of them could throw a rope over her head.


    If they failed, they knew that the timber along the creek would not stop the mare and her colt. Old Blue Streak, who had earned her name because of her great speed, had a way of escaping in the open. No horse bearing the weight of a rider on his back had ever been able to overtake her, although many had tried to do so. The men were well aware that this swift, cunning old mare was unpredictable in her actions. Besides, when a loop was cast at her, she had a way of ducking her head down that made the rope slide off her neck and fall harmlessly to the ground.


    Charley Pratt, although outwardly calm as befitted a hard-riding man of the old West, was now inwardly tingling with excitement. He knew that once this beautiful colt was captured, he would belong to him. Dan had told Charley so months before. “Charley,” he had said, “if we can get Dapple Gray, he’s yours. And I bet you’ll make a great horse out of him.”


    Dan had given the colt that name when he shed his first coat and his real, permanent color was seen to be a beautiful dapple gray. It was unusual for a yearling still to remain with his mother, but he was old Blue Streak’s last colt, and sometimes a mare keeps the last one with her. Blue Streak had been born on the ranch, but from the very start she had been wilder than the other horses and she had run away with a herd of wild horses when she was three years old. She was now past nine years and during this spring she had seemed to be much more alone than usual, with only her big, swift-running colt for company.


    At the foot of the ridge Dan rode along now in one direction as Bob and Web went in the other. When they were some distance apart, Bob and Web looked around and saw Dan wave his arm as a signal. Immediately all three turned their horses up the ridge. An hour before, the men had seen the big mare and her colt through their field glasses. They were not certain now at just what point beyond the ridge Blue Streak and her colt would be grazing, but as they reached the top they saw the big, rangy mare and her beautiful long-legged son in the very spot where they had hoped to find them.


    The three riders topped the ridge together and rode down the slope so swiftly that Blue Streak was disconcerted at their sudden appearance. She threw up her head, looked at them, and snorted loudly. Then the old mare did something unusual. She stamped a powerful front hoof on the ground. Her eyes blazed with fear and anger as she paused for a moment before starting to run between two of the galloping horsemen.


    Charley, who had been peering intently over the ridge, rode up in sight now and started galloping down the slope. For an instant old Blue Streak was utterly confused. Then, although running hard, she stopped quickly and so did Dapple Gray, both putting on the brakes, as the men called it, by throwing out their front legs stiffly in front of them. They whirled, and headed for the swiftly narrowing gap still left between the men riding hard to close it. Fleet as two running deer, Blue Streak and Dapple Gray shot across the level land between Dan and Web. Both men cast their loops. Dan’s rope shot out fair for old Blue Streak’s head and would have caught her, but she was up to her old tricks. She ducked her head low and the loop fell harmlessly from the top of her neck to the ground. Web tried for Dapple Gray, but as the loop flew through the air Dapple whirled and it fell on his back. Bob did not get near enough to throw his rope.


    Blue Streak and Dapple Gray rushed for the woods on the Big Pine. The three men, with Charley in the rear, rode hard behind but it was no use. The fleeing pair dashed into the woods and plunged through the underbrush. Hoping to drive the outlaw mare out in the open, Dan and his men rode through the woods to the bank of the shallow creek, only to see Blue Streak and Dapple splash out of the water on the other side. Old Blue Streak looked across at the men and snorted loudly. Then she and Dapple whirled and quickly disappeared in the woods up along the stream.


    Dan and his riders knew Blue Streak would not remain in the woods long. They were certain she would come back across the stream with Dapple and in time would make for the open land to the east again.


    As the men rested in their saddles, looking across at the other side of the creek, they heard sounds in the woods up along the course of the stream. Dan said: “Old Blue Streak is leading Dapple up through the woods. She knows that’s no place for them. She’ll get out of there and make for some place where she can watch better and see what we’re up to.”


    As the men rode back through the woods for the open land to the rear, Web said: “She was plumb mad when she stamped her foot. She acted as if she was trying to say, ‘Daggone such trash, trying to catch us! Come, little feller, they’re not fit company for you to be in. I don’t even like to look at them!’”


    The men headed westward, hoping that might be the direction Blue Streak and Dapple Gray would take when they decided to leave the woods.


    Dan also had another reason for going that way. There were a number of cattle, both cows and calves, somewhere up in that part of the range and he wanted to see if there had been any losses among them. A cattle-killing grizzly bear, known among the ranchmen as the Black Grizzly, had taken a heavy toll of the stock for the last three seasons. This bear was not actually black, but he was one of those grizzlies, not often seen, that are much darker in color than the average. The middle of his body was especially dark, the fore and hind parts more like the so-called silver-tip color characteristic of grizzlies. Another unusual thing about the Black Grizzly was a deformity in one hind foot. The foot turned strangely outward in such a marked way that the grizzly’s footprints could always be recognized. His tracks were especially clear and striking on sandy spots of ground near his kills, where they had often been seen.


    The Black Grizzly had been hunted by ranchmen for three years to no avail. He had been seen only at considerable distances, for he was almost uncanny in his cunning. He had received a few flesh wounds from rifle shots, but these only made him more dangerous and watchful. He had killed many cattle—not only calves but full-grown cows and steers. He had also struck down at least four colts. Cattlemen tracking him by his unmistakable footprints had discovered that he surprised his victims by hiding behind big boulders or brushy thickets. If they were luckless enough to draw too near his hiding place, he would rush out upon them.


    Once he even attacked a big bull. Dan and Charley had come upon the scene after the battle. They found the bull lying on a sandy stretch of ground with the flesh fearfully torn from his side. The telltale tracks of the Black Grizzly’s crooked foot were plainly evident around the stricken bull. A shot from Dan’s rifle put an end to the bull’s suffering. Dan said he thought the grizzly probably would have finished the bull had he not seen some of the men coming and then run away.


    This afternoon, after Dan and his party had ridden several miles together, they came upon a stretch of broken land not far from the foothills of the mountains. They decided to separate in the hope of seeing the grizzly and getting a shot at him. Dan and Charley rode on together in the direction in which they were already headed, while Web rode off to the right.


    Bob decided to ride along the foothills. After a while he reached the base of the hills and rode on, slowing his horse to a walk. The afternoon wore on as Bob jogged along, watching every mass of rocks and every clump of brush ahead of him. He noted as he advanced that the place became more wild. There were high piles of granite rocks and here and there tall, thick clumps of brush and small trees. Bob’s horse kept his ears cocked and he looked ahead constantly, as though suspicious of danger.


    Bob glanced off to the right once and recognized Web Wright in the distance on his light gray horse. Web had stopped on a high ridge and seemed to be looking north through his field glasses. Then Bob saw the gray horse turn toward the north and he and his rider passed out of sight behind the high ridge.


    Bob thought: Maybe Web saw some sign of the grizzly and maybe he or one of the others will get to see him. Dan often sees him before any of the rest of us. Likely I should have gone with Dan. I’ll ride on a little farther here; then I’ll turn and gallop on in the direction Dan and Charley have taken.


    Just ahead of Bob on the left lay tall masses of boulders and on his right there was a thick growth of trees and great clumps of brush. Like all the cowboys of the old West, Bob paid little heed to danger, but there was something about the place that gave him a touch of the same uneasiness an animal feels, sensing a trap. Bob shook it off. On he rode between the boulders and the dense growth. In the very midst of it something rushed out with appalling speed from behind a mass of rocks. It was the Black Grizzly! The horse whirled but the grizzly landed a terrific blow that knocked him sideways. As he fell to his knees, Bob was thrown into a clump of bushes surrounding a tree. With no thought for his fallen rifle, he leaped up, grabbed the lower branches of the tree, and climbed up it with desperate speed, expecting each moment to be struck by the grizzly.


    Once safe up in the tree, Bob looked down and saw the huge grizzly mauling the unfortunate horse, whose death anguish was already upon him.


    The grizzly, seeing he had done for the horse, growled savagely and raised his head, looking about him for signs of the man. He ambled off a little way, stood up on his hind legs to his giant height, and looked to the east in the direction of a vast lowland. Bob, from his perch in the tree, looked in the same direction, hoping to see some of the men. He saw nothing but the open ground and low ridges of the still prairie. The grizzly dropped to all fours and disappeared in a mass of tangled brush and trees only a short distance away.


    Bob now had no way of telling where the grizzly was, but he could see his rifle, lying where it had fallen near his horse when he went down. He considered the idea of trying to get to it and taking a chance with the grizzly on the ground. But there was the likelihood that if he started climbing down the tree, the grizzly, who might be watching for just such a move, would strike him down before he could reach the rifle. He looked at the place where the grizzly had disappeared and gauged the distance from there to his rifle. Deciding that the chances were against him, he let his better judgment prevail. He stayed in the tree and waited. There was no sign of the grizzly. He might have gone away or he might still be hiding there in the dense brush among the trees.


    Never before had Bob known time to pass so slowly. It seemed as if the sun would never drop below the distant ridges. But at last the night fell and the stars came out. Soon afterwards Bob saw the form of the grizzly emerge from the dark woods. He stood and looked toward the dead horse and then walked over to the place where it lay. He seemed to be trying to peer into the clump of bushes from which Bob’s tree rose, but he did not look up. After a little while he moved back to the brush and was lost to sight.


    Bob stood upright on the limb of the tree upon which he had been sitting with dangling legs and grasped the bough just above him to steady himself. From this vantage point he looked intently at the ground below him. He saw great clumps of dark bushes here and there and tall, dim trees farther away. He knew that any of the thickets might serve as a hiding place for the grizzly. After standing a long time on the limb, Bob grew weary. He climbed up a little higher and managed to find a bough where he could sit and rest his back against the tree trunk and his feet on a limb beneath. There was no actual evidence of the Black Grizzly’s presence, but Bob had a strong feeling that he was near.


    A low wind whispered through the branches of the tree where Bob sat and waited, his eyes fixed intently on the spot where the grizzly had disappeared. At about midnight the wind dropped and the leaves ceased rustling. Everything around the place fell into a deep silence. A few clouds began to float across the sky, the forerunners of more and more, which soon covered the whole sky. They were not storm clouds but the kind that sometimes come with dampness and fog. The darkness deepened around Bob until he could see nothing at all but the black night. He could feel the dampness on his face and hands and he knew a heavy fog must be lying over the whole countryside. This was a great disappointment to him. He could only hope that after the coming of day the sun would be strong enough to burn off the fog.


    As the time dragged on through the long night, Bob shifted his position from time to time and managed to keep his place in the tree until at last he became aware of a faint light in the sky. As it grew brighter he could see that there was fog everywhere but it was not dense enough to prevent him from seeing a little distance around him. He began to look searchingly down on the ground for his rifle and soon he made it out, lying not far from the tree. With the coming of day the fog began to lift so that Bob could see the bushes and trees at quite a distance.


    To his great relief the fog disappeared completely soon after the sun came up. He was on the point of climbing down the tree and getting his rifle when he thought he saw a movement through a crevice between two massive boulders a little way up the foothill. The next minute he was startled to see the Black Grizzly come out in full view and start down the slope. He kept moving steadily until he had just passed the tree where Bob was hidden. Then he stopped and looked toward the north. Once again Bob saw the huge beast stand on his hind legs, apparently in order to get a better view of the distant lowland.


    The foliage on the tree prevented Bob from getting a clear view toward the north where the grizzly was looking. Just as Bob was bemoaning the grizzly’s having stopped so near that he would certainly hear the sound of any attempt Bob might make to get the rifle, the huge bear dropped to all fours and rushed back up the slope. Bob noted his queer gait due to the splayfoot. The grizzly made such speed that it seemed as if he must have seen some of the men from the ranch.


    Bob came down the tree as fast as he could and ran for his rifle. He examined it quickly to see that the mechanism was working and then he dashed out in the open and looked up the slope. He was just in time to see the grizzly disappear in a thick growth of timber.


    Trying to discover what had caused the grizzly’s apparent fear, Bob turned and looked across the open land to the north. He saw a rider in the distance galloping down a ridge in his own direction. Then he saw two more riders coming together from the northwest. Bob turned and looked back quickly for signs of the grizzly. Since there were none, he ran on well out in the open and waved his rifle high toward the nearest rider, hoping the man would see it. Bob saw the rider’s horse stop. Then he came on at a run. While he was still a good distance away, Bob saw that the rider was Charley Pratt. The other two were Dan and Web, who had also seen Bob wave his rifle. They put their horses at a run and came up only a little behind Charley. When they stopped, the horses breathed rapidly from their fast pace. The men all dismounted.


    Bob began talking at once. “I can’t tell you how glad I was when I saw you and knew you all saw me.” He told them all that had happened, how he had lost his horse and nearly lost his own life. “While I was up in the tree,” he concluded, “and saw how dark the night was with the fog settling down all around, I was certainly bogged down. I didn’t know when I would get to leave that tree.”


    For a time none of the men spoke. They stood looking up the slope toward the pile of boulders where the Black Grizzly had hidden before he rushed out for Bob and his horse. They could see the form of the dead horse lying beside the rocks, and the friendly tree up which Bob had climbed to safety. In the blue sky above them a number of buzzards were circling slowly on wings that hardly seemed to move.


    After Charley had heard Bob’s story, his eyes held a look of both wonder and apprehension. Dan’s gray eyes showed nothing but hard, grim determination.


    He said: “Charley, you take Bob to the ranch. Your horse will carry double. You two can ride back with another horse and get Bob’s saddle. Web and I will ride west. I doubt if we’ll see that grizzly again today. I’m certain from what Bob says he saw us coming. From now on each of us knows what he must do. Don’t ever ride close to a pile of rocks or even a tall patch of brush unless you can see clear around or through it first. Even if there are two or three of us together, we must be careful just the same. I don’t think that grizzly would try to take on more than one of us. I think he’d go quick when he saw us coming. All the same, we know better now than to take chances when we come near a place where he could hide and take us by surprise.”


    Dan and Web mounted their horses. After Charley had got on his, he took his left foot out of the stirrup. Bob put his foot in it and swung up behind Charley, who immediately set out at a gallop for the ranch. Dan and Web rode toward the west, hoping they would see the Black Grizzly in that direction.

  

  
    Chapter 2


    After Bob Martin’s narrow escape from the Black Grizzly, each cattleman became extremely alert whenever he was riding alone and came near a spot where the grizzly could be hiding. The bear reminded the men of a wild stallion who, some years back, had been known to stand in hiding, rush out at a strange horse, and destroy him with teeth and flailing hoofs. Finally he attacked a mounted man. That was the end of the wild stallion, for the man, fortunately, was able to kill him with his .45 Colt revolver. Dan and his riders knew now that they had a wild enemy even more dangerous than the stallion.


    Several days passed in which none of the men caught sight of the grizzly. Neither did they see any evidence of his kills among the cattle or the colts. While they were in the wild, lonely range country, they sometimes rode two together, but often they went singly so that more ground could be covered. These experienced men, equipped with good rifles, felt capable of taking care of themselves. However, Dan had made it plain to all, and especially to young Charley Pratt, that unusual care should be observed when any one of them was riding alone. “Stop and look close and be sure,” he said, “whenever you come to a dangerous spot.”


    Dan and the men knew the Black Grizzly was not only unusual among his kind in having become a flesh eater, but even more unusual in his readiness to attack a solitary man on a horse. From now on, when each rider set forth in the morning on the vast range country, he was careful to see that his rifle was in perfect working order. There was a great desire on the part of each cowboy now to bring the killer down. Besides, they had a new incentive. John King, a big cattleman who owned the ranch north of Dan’s, heard of the grizzly’s attack on Bob and offered one thousand dollars to the man, or men, who might kill the Black Grizzly. This, together with Dan Harper’s offer of a thousand dollars made some time before, brought the reward to two thousand dollars.


    Charley Pratt, who at this time had the cowboy’s usual wage of forty dollars a month, opened his eyes in wonder when Dan rode in one evening and announced that John King had doubled the reward for the Black Grizzly. Charley also had his mind on the colt, Dapple Gray. He knew that if Dapple Gray could be caught, he would make a remarkably fine and beautiful riding horse. But each day, when Charley rode out, he wondered how Dapple could be captured while he was with his watchful mother, old Blue Streak. She ran like the wind and Dapple Gray ran right alongside. Sometimes he even ran ahead of her.


    Dan told Charley the task of catching Dapple Gray would be very hard unless it could be done in some unexpected manner when he was not aware of Charley’s presence. He said: “Sometime, if you happen to be hidden by a patch of brush and see Dapple and old Blue Streak grazing, you stay there and keep watching. If they graze toward your hiding place, you can rush out and maybe get a loop over Dapple’s head before he has a chance to get going.”


    


    Blue Streak had had several encounters with timber wolves during the winters when she had roamed with the wild horses. In the summer months she had also seen a number of grizzlies at a short distance. She sensed that they were dangerous enemies, but she had always seen them in the open and they had gone their way with no attempt to molest her or the other horses.


    It was about noon one day when Blue Streak, followed by Dapple Gray, stopped to graze on the rich green grass at the base of some foothills. Just ahead was a heavily wooded defile in the hills. A stiff wind was blowing from Blue Streak toward the woods so that she was not warned of any danger that might be lurking there.


    Some time before, the Black Grizzly had seen Blue Streak and Dapple Gray grazing peacefully as they came on slowly in the direction of the woods. Instantly the grizzly slipped into the woods unseen and there he waited, hoping for a chance to surprise one of the horses with his deadly attack.


    A grizzly’s first rush will carry him forward at a remarkable speed. But like a mountain lion, he has to come upon his quarry unexpectedly or it has a good chance to escape. This is especially true of any animal as swift as a horse. The grizzly, dangerous fighter that he is, does his best in a small space of ground where he can administer blows with his mighty forepaws and deadly cutting claws.


    The Black Grizzly had one handicap in rushing for his intended victims. This was the peculiar deformed hind foot that turned outward. Men who had seen him from a distance running for a hiding place when suddenly alarmed, had observed this. Although he moved at a fair speed, one hip swayed downward each time the crooked foot touched the ground. But all the cattlemen knew that even with this handicap the grizzly was fast enough to make his first rush extremely dangerous. He had proved this when he rushed upon Bob Martin and his horse. The cowboys were aware, however, that a grizzly bear, unlike a timber wolf, is at a disadvantage in a running fight.


    The Black Grizzly knew this as well as they did, and that is why it was his habit to take cover and then rush out with all his speed to attack his victim. During the night just passed he had struck down a heifer and eaten part of the carcass. Afterwards he had moved up into the woods in the ravine where he was now hiding in the deep cover. As he saw Blue Streak and Dapple Gray approaching, completely unaware of his presence, he moved noiselessly as a cat through the trees toward the grassland. He stopped just inside the woods behind a clump of bushes.


    There he stood with his head down a little, his savage dark eyes on the two horses. He watched as a coyote hidden behind a rock might watch the approach of an unwary chicken strayed away from its home. Just as the coyote expects to overtake his game with his first quick rush, the Black Grizzly expected to strike down Blue Streak or her colt when they got near enough.


    The wind still blew steadily toward the grizzly. Once he crouched to rush, but just then something made Blue Streak raise her head and look around as she chewed on a mouthful of lush green grass. Dapple Gray walked up near her and he, too, looked about as he chewed. He had learned that there was danger in the wild places and because he had never known the touch of a man’s hand, he was even more like the wild ones, as the ranchmen called the outlaw horses, than was old Blue Streak herself.


    


    It happened that at this moment Dan and Charley, who had ridden to the top of a ridge in the distance, were gazing at the countryside through their field glasses.


    Suddenly Charley said, “Look, Dan! There are Blue Streak and Dapple Gray!”


    Dan pointed his field glasses in the same direction as Charley’s and he also saw the two horses standing near each other with their heads up as if they were looking for something. Dan thought that Blue Streak might be on the watch for horsemen, because she knew they wanted to capture her.


    Charley and Dan had been using their field glasses in the hope of spying the Black Grizzly, for Dan had the killer much in mind these days. Charley knew, too, after Bob Martin’s narrow escape, that it was important to destroy the grizzly if they could. But the instant he saw Dapple Gray and his mother, Charley forgot about the grizzly. All he could think of was the sleek, beautiful yearling colt that he wanted so much to have for his own.


    Not far from where Blue Streak and Dapple were grazing, the mountains loomed high and dark, with tall pine forests on their slopes. The pine woods in the deep gorge that cut down through the foothills were especially dense and gloomy.


    Dan, mindful of the Black Grizzly, swept his field glasses along the mountain side, looking for a moving dark form. As Blue Streak and Dapple Gray came back into his vision, he and Charley both exclaimed aloud. They had seen the grizzly rush from the woods. Blue Streak was nearer than Dapple Gray, and the grizzly was almost upon her when she whirled. The grizzly raised a forepaw to strike just as Blue Streak lashed out with her hind hoofs. It was plain that she had struck the grizzly. Dan and Charley could see that he was knocked aside a little by the kick. At the instant she kicked, Blue Streak leaped away. The grizzly rushed hard after her, but his speed was no match for hers. After running less than a hundred yards, he stopped and gazed at the fleeing mare who had had the courage to fight him.


    Dapple Gray had leaped away at the first sight of the grizzly and had run out on the plain ahead of Blue Streak. At a safe distance she whirled and looked back at the enemy she had eluded. Dan and Charley saw her stamp a big hoof on the ground as she stood with her head high, watching the bear. Then Blue Streak turned, trotted up to Dapple Gray, looked at him, and started off at a trot. She stopped once, looked back again, and set off once more at a fast trot. Dapple Gray moved at a gallop to keep up with her.


    Dan and Charley both had their eyes fixed on the grizzly now. They hoped he might come on across the plain in their direction, where there were many clumps of brush he might use for cover. All at once they saw the huge beast run forward to a clump of bushes. Suddenly he stopped and stood up on his hind legs to look in the distance where Blue Streak and Dapple Gray were disappearing. There was a low place in the ridge where Dan and Charley sat on their horses, but the grizzly made no sign that he knew of their presence.


    Over toward the west, Dan and Charley heard the faint bawling of a cow. The sound ceased, then rose again. The grizzly seemed to have heard the cow, too. He dropped down and they saw him moving at a rapid pace on the far side of the bushes toward the west. At times he was completely hidden. Then for a moment they would see his form until he disappeared again among the trees or tall thickets on the lowland. They caught sight of him again when he crossed a space of open ground before he disappeared on the other side of more tall bushes. When he appeared again in the open, they saw he was going at a fast pace toward the river, which flowed down from the west. Once more Dan and Charley heard the bawling of the cow somewhere up on the river valley.


    Dan said: “That beast is headed toward the river where there’s likely some cows with their calves. Let’s try to keep out of sight and ride up in that direction.”


    The lay of the land ahead was familiar to Dan and Charley. They turned their horses and rode down to a long sandy draw in the grassland, bordered here and there by willow trees. A stream flowed through the draw. Since Dan and Charley doubted that the Black Grizzly had seen them, they thought they might see him again in the direction from which the sounds of the cow’s bawling had come. At least they had seen him going in that direction. Because they wished to keep out of sight, they kept to the low ground behind the ridges and it took them some time to reach the vicinity where they expected to find the cow.


    They did not hear her again, but they were not much concerned about her, because they knew her lament did not necessarily mean she had come to any harm. Sometimes a cow lost a young calf by some accident and for two or three days afterwards she might bawl simply because she was lonely without it.


    At last Dan and Charley came out on the broad lowland, where not far off they saw the river bordered with willows and cottonwood trees. There were no cows in sight. They rode on up to the sloping river bank at a point where there was an open space of several rods between the trees. As they came up, both Dan and Charley uttered exclamations of surprise at what they saw lying below on the sand near the river’s edge. Their horses snorted, stared with wild eyes, and wheeled about in an attempt to run back. They had got the strong smell of a grizzly and, like most horses, they were terrified by it.


    Dan and Charley dismounted and tied the frightened horses securely to a willow tree. Taking their rifles, the men walked down the sloping bank and stopped at the edge of the sand. Just beyond them, so close that they could touch her with the end of a rifle, was the cow, with her fore parts mired down in the dangerous quicksand that lay here and there along the river. Only the head of her dead calf protruded above the quicksand. The cow was dead too, her head down, one long horn buried in the quicksand, her whole side fearfully torn. The tracks of the Black Grizzly with the deformed foot were plain on the sand beside the river, but he had not gotten into the quicksand.


    Dan and Charley knew what had happened as well as if they had seen it. The calf had run ahead of the cow to the stream, had rushed out and been caught in the deadly quicksand. The old cow, when she saw the plight of her calf, had stayed back at first and bawled in her anxiety, but at last, becoming frantic, she had drawn too near and had also become mired. For a long time she had bawled in her helplessness. After his attack on Blue Streak and Dapple Gray, the grizzly had heard the bawling of the cow and, directed by the sound, had at once made for the place where she was caught. The hind parts of the cow were near enough solid ground so that the grizzly had had no difficulty in keeping on firm footing himself while he delivered the blows that put an end to her.


    Dan and Charley, on foot, rifles in hand, followed the grizzly’s trail along the stream to the spot where he had left it. The print of the crooked foot showed plainly. The grizzly had gone some distance on the firm sand along the stream. Then he had turned off directly to the south toward the woods on this side of the river.


    The men stood and looked at the dismal scene for some time. The grassland and the dark woods a short distance beyond lay in deep silence. A lone hawk circled over the trees, dipped lower over the grassland, and once flew so low he seemed almost to skim the tops of the grass blades. He soared up, circled once more above the trees, and flew away.

  

  
    Chapter 3


    As Charley stood there with Dan, a sudden worry about Dapple Gray flashed into his mind. He thought: How far in this direction did Blue Streak and Dapple Gray run? That quicksand is dangerous for horses as well as cows and calves—especially for colts that don’t understand it.


    “Dan,” he asked, “do you think Dapple Gray and Blue Streak might get caught like that old cow and her calf?”


    Dan said: “There’s hardly a chance of that, Charley. That old mare is as smart as a whip. She might step in quicksand with one front foot but she’d lunge back in a hurry. And that Dapple Gray colt is smart, too. He likely knows enough already to keep behind his old mammy when she goes to water. That grizzly will never get old Blue Streak like he did the cow. He’ll never get that old mare unless she tries to stand and fight him.


    “Now we know from what we’ve seen that she’s a horse in a thousand who’s not afraid to fight a grizzly, but still she’s got sense. I don’t think she’ll take too many chances. Of course she’s got an awful temper and she’s plumb big and stout, but then she’s awful quick, too. For a big horse, she’s the quickest on her feet I’ve ever seen.


    “You only find a horse like that once in a very great while. Like as not, that Dapple Gray colt is a chip off the old block. I know you want him. When I was your age, I recall, I offered to work a whole year for a feller if he would give me a colt of his that was mighty fine-looking. He was then a year old and running free. The feller said, ‘Why, Dan, if we can catch that colt he’s yours and your pay goes right on.’ One day I got that colt. Now I have a chance to do my part by you. If we can get a loop over Dapple Gray he’s yours.”


    They rode along the river until they reached a long slope that led down to the water. “Let’s cross here, Charley,” Dan said. “This is a good place. There’s no quicksand.”


    They headed their horses down the sloping bank and started across the shallow river, which was streaked with sand bars. The water was up to the horses’ knees in places, but no deeper. On the far side there was a deep cut in the high sandy bank, where the cattle and horses came down for water.


    When the two horses plunged into the current, Dan’s horse took the lead. They forded the stream and climbed up through the narrow cut in the steep bank to the ground above. Once out on the open valley, they rode on toward a long line of hills in the distance.


    There was a place ahead, known to the cowboys as the jump-off, which rose sharply up from the level ground toward the high hills. Its face was a precipitous rocky wall, and on the hill just above it there was a sharp slope of loose shale rock where there was no sign of vegetation. Both cattle and horses passed around the place by a wide margin when they went up or down the hill.


    As Dan and Charley looked up and down the valley, they rode, as it happened, toward the jump-off. They had given up hope of seeing the Black Grizzly for the time being, but they thought they might catch sight of Blue Streak and Dapple Gray. Their horses moved at a walk over the level grassland toward the line of hills beyond the valley. Dan had remarked that they had better ride to a spot where they could get up to the top of the hills, which would give them a better view.


    As the horses made their way without guidance, not caring where they went—as horses are apt not to care if unguided—they walked straight toward the jump-off. When Dan and Charley saw where they were headed, they were about to turn their horses down the valley in order to make the ascent to the highland at a point where the slope was more gradual. But just as that moment they heard loud, wild yells coming from above the steep, shale-topped jump-off. The next minute they were astonished to see Web, Bob, and three other riders on the hilltop with old Blue Streak and Dapple Gray in front of them.


    All the way from the summit of the hill down to the rocky wall lay the mass of loose, fine shale rock. Because old Blue Streak was hard pressed from both sides as well as from the rear, she acted as she would not have been likely to under other circumstances. She plunged down on the loose shale with Dapple Gray right after her, no doubt expecting to turn and cut sharply to the right or the left as soon as she could. The riders just above on the hill watched in amazement, and so did Dan and Charley down below, as Blue Streak and Dapple Gray lost their footing and started to slide down the steep, loose shale. After they had slid a little way, they managed to come to a dead stop just in time. It was plain that Blue Streak knew she was in danger. Dapple Gray stood as motionless as she did, as if he, too, knew he was in a bad spot. A sheer thirty-foot drop lay directly below them.


    Dan cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted to the men above, “Stay quiet there! Charley and I will ride right along to a trail and come up.”


    He and Charley turned their horses, galloped at top speed down the valley, and turned into the first trail leading up the hill. It was not long before they had ridden up to the top and joined the other men. Here they quickly dismounted.


    Dan said: “That old mare knows she’s in danger there. I think she’s smart enough to stand still.”


    The other men dismounted when Dan told them his plan for getting the stranded horses. As soon as Dan and Charley had secured themselves with ropes tied around their waists, the men on the hilltop took a firm grip on the other end of the ropes, and the two making the descent started slowly down the treacherous shale toward Blue Streak and Dapple Gray, carrying their own ropes in their hands. Charley had eyes only for Dapple Gray, who, like Blue Streak, was covered with sweat and foam and was still breathing hard from the long chase the other men had given them.


    As,they crept nearer, Dan said softly: “Charley, you take Dapple Gray. I’ll take old Blue Streak. That old mare is smart. She knows she’s caught. I don’t think she’ll try to move. Talk a little to Dapple as you get close to him. If he’s smart enough he won’t move, although it will be awful hard for him to let you tie him up. If he starts to plunge, rope him quick.”


    The men above played out the ropes slowly as Dan and Charley drew nearer the mare and her colt. When Dan reached Blue Streak, she snorted once but stood still while he tied the rope securely around her neck. Dapple Gray’s large, dark eyes showed his fright and he could not help trembling at Charley’s approach, but he could see his mother calmly standing still while another man put something around her neck. Things looked bad here, but it seemed to him he had better stand still, too. He flinched and quivered when Charley touched him, but he let him tie the rope around his neck.


    Charley was delighted. “I got him, Dan,” he called. “He’s trembling like a leaf!”


    Dan smiled with satisfaction. “He’s a smart little feller, the kind that has got lots of sense. Now we’ll get them up the cliff.”


    Holding the ends of the long ropes on Blue Streak and Dapple Gray, Charley and Dan climbed up to the top, helped by the men above. Then all the men began pulling up Blue Streak and Dapple Gray. As Blue Streak felt the first tug on her neck, she started to plunge up through the treacherous shale, plainly trying to help herself all she could. Dapple Gray pulled back a little at first as he felt the rope tighten on his neck, but when he saw his mother doing her best to reach the top, he followed her example. The men quickly took up all the slack in both ropes and when Blue Streak and Dapple Gray were almost up, Bob and Web mounted their horses and each took a turn of rope around his saddle horn so that when the two riderless horses were at the summit, they were securely held.


    To the surprise of all the men except Dan, old Blue Streak stood and breathed quietly as if she were quite content. Dapple Gray lunged back and fought for a minute. Then he stood close to his mother, breathing hard in his fear of these strange creatures who held him.


    The men saw an ugly wound on Blue Streak’s hip, and Dan said: “That’s the work of that grizzly. I didn’t think he had touched her when he swung at her, but here’s the proof that he did. He got his, though, when she kicked him.” He went on to tell the other men what he and Charley had seen through their field glasses.


    Then he examined the cut on Blue Streak’s hip and saw that it had bled considerably. “My guess is,” he said, “that if that grizzly hadn’t cut old Blue Streak and made her lose some blood, you fellers would never have got close enough to push her plumb hard the way you did.”


    “We wondered about that too,” said Bob Martin. “We thought she did a fairly good job of running, but she certainly didn’t cut loose with her regular speed. But you should have seen that Dapple Gray run! He kept ahead of old Blue Streak all the time and sometimes he’d get way ahead. Then he’d whirl around and nicker loud for her, like he thought there must be something wrong with her because she wouldn’t keep up like she always did before. Every once in a while he ran about twice as fast as old Blue Streak and when she didn’t catch up, he’d run in circles.


    “Once he ran off to one side and nickered to her like he thought maybe if his old mammy would run in some other direction, she could run faster. And he just kept that up until, as you can see, he was plumb tuckered out when he hit that shale. Look at him breathe now! And look at that sweat and dried foam on him and see his nostrils, how red they are!”


    As the men looked at Dapple Gray, he crowded as close against his mother as he could. Charley did not realize as fully as the older men that Dapple Gray was under a much greater nervous strain than old Blue Streak. She had grown up on a ranch and she knew men were not mortal enemies. She had run away just to have freedom. But it was different with Dapple Gray. The men scared him badly. Up to now he had never been touched by a human hand. He was trying to get his breath again. That was all he could do for the present. Crowding close to Blue Streak helped a little but not much. He could not understand her. She was perfectly willing to stand still while Dan put his hands on her head and fixed a rope into a halter.


    After Blue Streak and Dapple Gray had rested for some time, the men started their horses off toward the ranch, with the ropes on Blue Streak and Dapple Gray fixed around Charley’s and Dan’s saddle horns. Old Blue Streak went right along as though she did not mind in the least. But when Dapple Gray felt the rope pull on his neck, he lunged back with all his strength, braced his front feet forward, and tried not to budge. He quickly found, however, that he was being pulled along in spite of himself; and after he had run once against the rope and it had jerked him to his knees, he got up and followed along, crowding close to Blue Streak. A good deal of the time he danced over the ground, unable to go at a steady pace, held captive as he was by this queer creature who sat on another horse and held the rope tied around his neck. He recognized the horses as his own kind. Yet they were different! They went along quietly, as though those strange creatures on their backs were not there. Even Blue Streak herself jogged along quietly, as though she were in no trouble at all.


    The presence of Blue Streak and the other horses did help Dapple Gray’s frame of mind a little, but only in the sense that misery loves company. The men all knew that although Dapple Gray had stayed with his mother much longer than most colts did, he would run away now if given the least chance, and stay free permanently if he could.


    As Dan rode along with Charley, he said: “Charley, that Dapple Gray colt is plumb purty. If we don’t let him get away, he’s going to make one of the finest of horses. He’s smart and I think he’s the kind that will learn quick. He’s the nervous, sensitive kind that will stick to a feller that’s good to him and won’t leave him on any account.


    “I’m plumb glad we got him and especially on account of that daggone grizzly. Dapple Gray is a smart colt and watchful and all that, but that cattle-killing grizzly is the most cunning and dangerous beast we’ve ever seen on the range. Of course I think old Blue Streak didn’t need to get cut today by that grizzly if she hadn’t stopped to kick him. But that old mare is a born fighter. She was that way when we had her on the ranch. If another horse ever bit or kicked her, he had a wildcat after him.


    “Most horses are scared stiff by a grizzly. Only one in a thousand will fight one of them. Even a fighting horse is awfully handicapped against those cutting claws a grizzly has. But once I saw a fighting wild horse kick a grizzly just at the right moment and break his jaw. The grizzly got away in the brush, but when we rode up he ran out. We shot him dead; then we saw how the kick had broken his jaw.”


    Charley looked at Dan with wide eyes. “I guess that grizzly would have died before long even if you hadn’t got him, wouldn’t he?”


    “I think he would,” said Dan. “He couldn’t eat after that unless maybe some feller fixed him up with some nice soup or gruel or something.”


    Charley chuckled. To him Dan, Bob, and Web were nothing less than remarkable. They were great riders, always brave, and kind to him. He was often so delighted with their humor that he would laugh aloud, although he had learned that was something they seldom did. But their eyes twinkled and they would grin when Charley laughed at what they said.


    It was a clear day without a cloud in the sky. The trail ahead led over a grassy upland all the way to the ranch. Old Blue Streak moved along steadily at a fast walk. Dapple Gray walked close beside her, sometimes trotting a little. He had stopped breathing hard and often he pricked his ears and looked ahead. Now and then he would glance to one side but up would come his head again, as if he were trying to see and understand what the outcome of all this would be for him.

  

  
    Chapter 4


    A year passed during which Dapple Gray learned that the ranch was his home, and he no longer wanted to run away. He made a sure place for himself in the affections of all the men at the ranch, but no one cared for him as much as Charley did. When Charley rode back to the ranch in the evening, the first thing he did was to scratch Dapple’s neck. In the evening when the men went in the house, Charley still stayed with Dapple and fed him lumps of brown sugar, making so much of him that Dapple singled him out among the men. Dapple was always looking for Charley. No matter how many of the men were around Dapple, stroking him, he would leave them at once and go to meet Charley if he saw him coming.


    Charley often rode home some time before the other men just to see Dapple. Dapple was always just as glad to see Charley as Charley was to see him. Charley had a way of whistling loudly through his teeth. The sound would carry quite a way and Dapple had learned to recognize it. When Charley got near home, he would give his long, shrill whistle and Dapple would come galloping across the prairie to meet him. When Dapple reached him, Charley would dismount and put his hands on him and pat him and talk to him.


    “Dapple, you’re a wonderful young horse,” he would say, “and you’re growing into a big one fast. It’s fine to have you come out and meet me like this.” Dapple did not understand the words, but Charley’s presence was enough.


    It was Charley who began to work with Dapple, breaking him in and training him. The first month was the most difficult. After that Dapple began to learn, and he learned fast. Charley taught him to obey various commands. When he said, “Down, Dapple, lie down!” Dapple would drop to the ground. At the words “Up, Dapple!” he would get up on all four feet. Charley did not ride him until he was three years old and then only a little.


    


    One morning when Dapple was two years old he stood, with no rope on him, grazing near old Blue Streak not more than a quarter of a mile away from the ranch house. Since he had come to Dan Harper’s ranch, Dapple had been no farther away from the house than this. His mother was tied on a long picket rope as she had been every morning this spring, for Dan believed that unless she were kept tied she might run away and never come back. Dapple had the habit of keeping near her and had no desire to leave.


    As the morning drew on toward noon, an unusual thing happened. Blue Streak was grazing at the end of her rope when a rattlesnake wriggled through the grass near her nose. She leaped back violently and jerked the loosely tied rope over her head so that it dropped to the ground. The poisonous snake disappeared in the grass. Blue Streak looked at the place where it had been and snorted.


    Dapple had been grazing a short distance away and did not know what had happened. Chewing on a mouthful of grass, he looked up with wide eyes at Blue Streak. He would have put his head down and begun to graze again if his mother had done so. But Blue Streak did not go on grazing. When she felt that the rope was gone from her neck, she shook her head a little and stood looking curiously off across the plain. She could not see any living creature but, knowing that she was free from the rope, she had a sudden desire to find some other horses and be with them.


    She started walking away and Dapple, who always wanted to be with her, followed. She walked on a mile, keeping her head up, looking intently for signs of other horses. She walked on another mile and, still seeing no horses, she kept on going. After she had gone down a long slope, she saw a number of horses quite a distance up the valley. She quickened her pace to a rapid walk; then she went into a trot. Dapple trotted behind, but Blue Streak went so fast that he broke into a gallop to keep up with her.


    Soon they reached the other horses. There were three of them, all mares with their young colts. The mares merely raised their heads and looked at Dapple and Blue Streak for a minute. Then they went on grazing as if nothing had happened. Blue Streak, happy to have found company and wanting nothing more, began to graze near them.


    Dapple, however, had something else on his mind. The colts seemed to attract him. He walked slowly up to a colt standing by its mother, and he put his nose on it. The colt flinched and jumped back, and Dapple stood looking at it. He went to another colt and the same thing happened. Dapple stood and looked at the colt a minute and then, having satisfied his curiosity somewhat, he began to graze on the green grass.


    It was a little later that a dark cloud loomed in the northwest and rapidly grew larger. Dapple paid no attention to it and neither did any of the other horses for a little while. But soon all the mares lifted their heads and looked toward the darkening sky. As they looked there came the first low rumble of thunder, and the storm cloud bore down upon them. One of the mares started walking toward the timber that grew along the river quite some distance away. The others followed and close behind them came Blue Streak and Dapple.


    The mares had all been raised in the wild range country and were well acquainted with the sudden storms that swept across it. They knew they could find shelter in the woods along the river. As they walked on, the dark cloud rolled up swiftly, covering all the sky to the northwest. Streaks of lightning began shooting through it and the crash of thunder shook the ground.


    The foremost mares broke into a fast gallop. The small colts were frightened and ran hard alongside their mothers. Blue Streak, whose experience with storms was even greater than that of the tame range mares, ran on ahead of them with the badly frightened Dapple close at her side. She had long since learned that no matter how bad the storm was, she could weather it by running to cover in the deep woods. More than once she had taken shelter against the steep bank of a deep ravine.


    The colts ran along, sometimes jostling against their mothers. Occasionally a colt fell to his knees, only to scramble up again to his feet and hurry on. Once a blinding flash of lightning struck the ground ahead so hard that the colts threw their heads up and tried to stop. Dapple threw back his head, too, and stared with wild, frightened eyes at the lurid sky while the thunder crashed deafeningly and the ground shook beneath his feet. But he scarcely checked his pace as he sped on with the mares and their colts. All the horses’ heads were outstretched, their manes and tails flying in the wind. It suddenly became as dark as if twilight were upon them. All at once the gale blew cold against their faces. One mare stumbled on a rock and fell to her knees, but she was up in an instant and running faster than ever.


    Dapple ran ahead, throwing his head from side to side, looking for some way out of the alarming darkness that surrounded him. Now his ears were filled with a steady roaring sound that grew louder and louder and just as he reached the edge of the timber, a deluge of rain poured down in sheets.


    The horses rushed into the belt of woods and ran for the shelter of some giant trees with low-hanging boughs close to the bank of the stream. They all crowded close together as they dashed into the small space under the boughs of one of the great trees. As they did so, Dapple was knocked violently aside by one of the mares.


    A wide, deep cut ran from the steep river bank into the woods and Dapple was amazed to find himself crowded off the edge of it. He strove desperately to leap across it. His front hoofs just touched the other side of the cut, but he could not save himself. He fell down to the bottom of the cleft, which was some seven or eight feet deep, and landed among a tangle of tree roots. Some of these roots were of great size, extending all the way across the cut and making him a prisoner as surely as if the trap had been built by human hands. He leaped forward in an effort to escape, but he found his legs entangled in the many roots growing at various heights. Some of them pressed roughly against his chest until he eased his position a little by backing away the few inches permitted by the gnarled roots in back of him.


    After a few vain attempts to escape, Dapple stood still with the cold rain beating down upon him. He was only partly protected by some of the boughs of a giant tree that stood on one side of him. The storm roared on for an hour with its fury of wind and rain and then, as often happens in the West, it suddenly stopped. The wind died down and the rumble of thunder sounded farther and farther away. The broken clouds began to race across the whole sky until presently the sun came out, shining as peacefully as if there had not been a storm.


    


    Charley, who had left the ranch house that morning confidently expecting to find Dapple and Blue Streak on his return, rode home about the middle of the afternoon with Dan. They had been in another part of the range and had seen the rainstorm in the distance, but it had not crossed their path. When they drew near the pasture where Dapple and Blue Streak always grazed, they saw at once that the two horses were not there. Arrived at the place, they noticed Blue Streak’s rope on the ground. The big unbroken loop at the end of the rope told them that she must have slipped it over her head and escaped. Dapple had evidently followed her.


    Dan and Charley knew that a few mares had been seen recently on the river valley with their colts. They headed for the spot where they had last been observed. When they came within sight of the place, they saw the mares and their colts grazing along on the grass near the river woods some distance up the valley. They rode up to the little group but when they got there, they were disappointed to see nothing of Blue Streak or Dapple.


    “They may be in the timber along the river,” said Dan. “Let’s ride in there and take a look.”


    As they made their way through a lane in the woods with the wet boughs of the trees brushing against their shoulders, Dan caught sight of Blue Streak standing near the river. She turned and looked at the two horsemen. Just then Charley and Dan heard the nicker of another horse, but the sound seemed muffled and they supposed he must be down below the steep river bank. They rode up to the spot where Blue Streak stood beside the deep cut and were astonished to discover Dapple down in the bottom of it, hopelessly blocked by tree roots. They both dismounted and led their horses up to the edge of the cut. Charley began talking to Dapple and Dapple replied in his own way by making constant whinnying sounds as he looked up at his young master.


    Dan decided that the only way to get Dapple out was to fetch an ax and cut away all the roots from the point where the cut opened out of the river bank. He told Charley to stay with Dapple. “I’ll go back to the house for the ax,” he said. “Dapple wants you with him. I can tell by the way he keeps looking at you. You stay and talk to him and try to keep him easy until I come back.”


    When Dan had gone, Charley tied his horse and walked down a horse trail in the steep river bank a short distance away. He came back along the edge of the river to the cut where Dapple was trapped. With great pains Charley slowly made his way over and between the tree roots until he could get his hands on Dapple’s head. Blue Streak stood quietly up on the brink of the cut, looking at Charley. Although she could do nothing for Dapple, she seemed to feel even now when he was two years old that she must keep an eye on him, and she had not left him.


    Charley talked to Dapple, trying to console him, but Dapple could not understand why Charley could not set him free. He grew more and more anxious in his strange prison. He kept whinnying to Charley, begging him in his own way to get him out of it. Charley patted him on the neck and talked to him, telling him he would soon be out of trouble. Dapple touched his nose to Charley’s shoulder and though his eyes still showed his fright, he seemed to be a little more calm. He looked up toward the ground above him; then he looked anxiously at Charley, who kept talking to him and patting him.


    “Dapple,” Charley said to him, “I know how you feel and what a fix you’re in, but Dan will be back soon and then we’ll get you out of this. Be easy now. We’ll soon get you out.”


    At length Dan returned with the ax. He got down into the cleft as Charley had, and began to chop away at the roots. It was a long, hard task but finally he cut a path almost to the place where Dapple stood. When Dapple shied at the swinging ax, Charley edged in nearer until he was able to stand on the ground in front of the nervous horse. Now he could put both hands on him and keep talking soothingly while Dan cut the roots away.


    At last Dan stepped back and said, “Now, Charley, he can get out.”


    Charley picked his way over the masses of cut roots on the floor of the cleft and Dapple followed, stepping carefully.


    When they were both out in the clear beside the stream, Dapple stopped and stood close beside Charley. He had no desire to move in any direction until Charley led the way. Dan and Charley walked to the trail that led up the bank and made the ascent to the ground above, Dan going first, then Charley with Dapple close at his heels.


    Blue Streak was still standing quietly, and Dan took a rope from his saddle and tied it on her neck. Then he and Charley mounted their horses and led Blue Streak, while Dapple came along of his own accord. When they got out of the woods to the grassland, Dapple walked up beside Charley’s horse and kept very close to him as they moved out on the open land.


    As they rode on with their horses at a walk, Dan said: “Charley, we’ll tie Dapple on a picket rope after this. Then if Blue Streak should get loose again, Dapple can’t follow her.”


    Charley agreed heartily.


    “Dapple is going to make a big horse,” Dan went on, “and he’s just naturally got sense. Now the main thing is to try to take care of him until he’s full-grown. If we can do that, then he’ll be able to take care of himself.”


    The next day, after Blue Streak had been tied out on the grass, Charley selected a long rope and put it on Dapple. He patted him for a while and talked to him; then he mounted his horse and rode out on the range with Dan. Dapple stood with his head up, watching as long as he could see them.

  

  
    Chapter 5


    During the next two years the ranchmen continued their efforts to put an end to the Black Grizzly, but as time went on the grizzly, grown even more cunning, still eluded them. Charley Pratt, however, was determined to get him if anyone could.


    One spring morning Charley stood by the river looking at Dapple Gray, who had his nose down to the water. When he had finished drinking, he held his head up and looked across the river. Dapple was now a beautiful, full-grown horse, nearly five years old, and one of the finest saddle horses on the ranch.


    Charley began to talk to him as he had done since he was a yearling colt, almost as if he were a human companion. “Well, Dapple,” he said, “I guess you’re through drinking. If you are, I think we better go on up the bank and see if we can get sight of that grizzly.” Dapple took a deep breath and turned around. “All right then,” said Charley, “if you’re ready, we’ll go on up.”


    Charley walked ahead up the narrow, steep trail and Dapple followed close behind. When they got up on the level ground above, Charley patted him on the neck. Then he took off his bridle, dropped it on the ground, and said: “There, Dapple, you can eat grass. I’ll go up on the ridge and take a look for that grizzly.”


    Charley started to walk away. Dapple stood with head up, watching him, but he understood he was to stay where he was. He understood many things Charley asked him to do. While Charley walked to the base of the steep ridge, Dapple put his head down to the rich green grass and began to graze.


    Dapple Gray had grown into the sturdy horse Dan and the other men had expected him to become and Charley rode him steadily now. He was a big horse, weighing over thirteen hundred pounds, but he was long in body and gracefully built, with trim legs and a lovely dapple color nearly down to his dark hoofs. His long mane and tail were jet black. His dark eyes seemed darker still in his almost white forehead and they were alert and intelligent. Everyone at the ranch knew how devoted he was to Charley and how obedient. Charley could leave him anywhere without tying him, and Dapple would wait in spite of his never-failing desire to go where Charley went.


    Dapple and the other horses to be ridden the next day were usually turned out at night to graze. A few horses were kept in a corral, however, because sometimes the men had to ride quite a distance the next morning to drive in the loose saddle horses. But Dapple never needed to be driven back. He was always in the yard when Charley came out at dawn. He would nicker gladly at the sight of him and come trotting up for the lump of brown sugar Charley often gave him.


    Blue Streak was getting old and for a year now Dan had allowed her to go free.


    When Dapple was only three years old, he had been willing to fight if another horse wanted him to. Now he would not run from any horse at all. If a horse came at him with ears laid back and bared teeth, that horse would get more bites and kicks than he could handle, as Dan put it. But it was noticeable that Dapple Gray did not try to boss the others. He attended to his own business and obviously despised any horse who tried to bully the others by kicking or biting.


    Dan remarked one day that although he had known plenty of horses that would occasionally put up a good fight, he had never seen one that fought as hard and as savagely as Dapple did when some ill-natured horse attacked him. Dan said: “I think he’d even fight a stallion if one attacked him. Most geldings will run from a stallion, but now and then a big fighting gelding has been known to fight and even kill one. Of course, the gelding is bound to get cut up some, too.”


    Charley did not ride Dapple Gray up on the ridge this morning because he thought that if the grizzly were near, he might see a man on horseback, while a man on foot could keep out of sight if he took cover.


    Charley saw the cover he wanted on top of the ridge—a big gray boulder standing alone. He walked on up until he was directly behind the boulder, in a position to look above it and see everything beyond. Charley knew Dapple would stay where he had left him. Sometimes a horse can be trusted to stand where his rider leaves him, but the rider seldom dares remove the bridle and let the horse graze, since he might go too far in his grazing. Dapple Gray, however, would not do that. He would graze around in a small place no bigger than a few square rods. His mind seemed always to be on Charley, and after he had grazed a little while he would lift his head and look in the direction where Charley had gone.


    Charley put his field glasses to his eyes and looked at the high, timbered slopes not far beyond him. He was well concealed behind the tall rock, with only his head above it. He rested his arms on the top of the rock as he scanned the timber-covered hillsides beyond. On the ground below him two small brushy thickets grew on a patch of green grass a short distance away. Charley looked at them intently. They were so small that it would have been impossible for the grizzly to hide in either of them except by lying down in the very center of it. In that case an open space at the top of the thicket would still show where the branches had been disturbed. There was no sign of any such disturbance. The tops of both thickets were covered with an unbroken mass of foliage.


    The trees on the wooded slope that rose beyond the open grassland stood silent, with no sign of life among them. As Charley turned his gaze again to the thickets on the plain, his eyes opened wider. Nearly hidden by one of the thickets, he saw what he felt certain was one of the cattle lying on the ground. It seemed, as well as he could tell, to be one with red and white spots, an unusual color for longhorn cattle. Since it was not far off, Charley decided to leave Dapple Gray where he was and go on down to investigate. He picked up his rifle from the ground where he had laid it and started down the ridge. He believed that what he had seen was a cow. Whether it was dead or alive he did not know, but from the circumstances it seemed likely that it was dead.


    Charley had taken his rifle with him because Dan had warned him, as well as each of the other men, that if he dismounted and walked even a very short distance from his horse, he should on no account leave his rifle on the saddle. Charley was extremely careful to remember this after what had happened to Bob Martin two years ago. He thought again, as he had so often since then, about the diabolical cunning of the grizzly, who had been taking his toll of the cattle all this time and was still able to evade the men hunting him.


    After Charley had walked down the slope to level ground, he found, as he had feared, a dead cow—a young one. But this time it did not look as if the Black Grizzly had been the killer. On a bare spot of ground close by, Charley discovered footprints that he was sure were those of one or more timber wolves. He saw that the carcass had been eaten only a little and he knew by this that if the cow had indeed been killed by wolves, they had not been very hungry. As he made his investigation, he held his rifle with his right hand on its grip and his left on the barrel. Holding it that way, he was ready to aim and fire quickly.


    Remembering Dapple Gray, Charley was about to turn and go back over the ridge to him when he was startled to hear loud squeals. As he ran toward the ridge, he heard the squeals again and again. When he reached the top of the ridge, he saw the astonishing sight of Dapple in a desperate fight with a coal-black stallion. Charley recognized the stallion instantly by the big white spot on his side. He belonged to a ranchman to the north and was known to the range men as the most vicious one in this part of the country. He had killed two young horses the year before.


    The stallion weighed about a thousand pounds. Dapple Gray was fully three hundred pounds heavier. Most geldings would escape from such a battle by running away from the stallion, but Dapple Gray would not run away from any horse. Charley knew that the black stallion must have broken loose again, for Dan Harper had warned the owner that he had ordered his men to shoot the dangerous brute at sight if they found him on Dan’s range.


    Dapple and the stallion were rearing high on their hind legs, striking at each other with their front hoofs. Charley hurried down the ridge, expecting to put a bullet through the stallion. In his haste he failed to look where he was going. He stumbled on a stone and lost his footing, but as he fell he kept a firm grip on his rifle. His eyes hardly left the horses for an instant as he got up again. He saw both of them come down on all four feet and strike for each other head on, with ears laid back and long teeth gleaming. Then he beheld a most unusual sight. Dapple sank his teeth in the stallion’s nose and held fast as he lunged against him. This maneuver turned the stallion’s head and neck so sharply that he lost his balance and fell. Instantly Dapple was on him, pounding him in the head with his front hoofs. The stallion, dazed, tried to raise his head. Dapple squealed in triumph and struck his enemy down.


    At that instant Charley arrived and lost no time in putting a bullet in the stallion’s head. Dapple stepped back, snorted, and looked at Charley.


    Charley said, “Come, Dapple, he’s done. Come on over here and let me see you.”


    Dapple Gray snorted again and walked up to Charley. Charley looked him over and saw that Dapple Gray had one cut on his shoulder and three on his neck, but they were not bad ones.


    “Dapple,” he said, “I guess it was you I heard squealing when he first attacked you. He thought you’d run away from him like other horses have, but you’re a fighter. You don’t run away from anything. He might have cut you more if I hadn’t got here, but I doubt it. You had him down and I’m certain you would have finished him.”


    Charley patted Dapple on the neck. “Dapple,” he went on, “I never saw a horse hang on like you did. That’s the way a jack does when he fights a stallion. He hangs on when he gets a hold. And you did, too. You sure are a fighter. But we’ve got bigger game to go after than that stallion. He was plumb dangerous, but nothing compared to the Black Grizzly. I know if he tackled you, you’d fight him, too. But you’d have to kick quick and then run fast. I bet you’d do that. You’d know enough to keep out of his reach no matter how much you hated him and wanted to put him out of the way for good. But I hope you’ll never have to take him on by yourself. If that grizzly ever tackles you, I’ll be right handy with my rifle.”


    Charley patted Dapple again and again and told him what a fine horse he was. Then he walked over to the black stallion and took another look at what had once been such a dangerous horse. While he looked, Dapple Gray stood behind him. Charley felt the touch of Dapple’s nose on his shoulder. He turned to him and said: “Well, Dapple, I know you’re telling me you’re glad I’m with you again. We’ll go on now and keep a sharp lookout for the Black Grizzly. And I won’t take any chances by riding you too close to big rocks and bushes where he might hide and take us both by surprise.”


    Charley mounted and sat for a minute looking toward the west—the opposite direction from where the dead cow lay. He saw a long line of dark hills, known to the men of the range as the Black Mountains. Charley knew there was a green valley near the hills where both cattle and horses were often seen grazing. He wondered if Dan or any of the other men were riding in that vicinity.


    Dapple seemed to have forgotten his battle with the stallion. He stood with his head up, his ears cocked forward and his eyes alert, looking into the distance. Now and then his skin and muscles jerked and quivered where the stallion had bitten his shoulder. That was the only way he could drive off insects that lighted on the wound.


    As Charley looked at a spot near the hills, he saw a number of buzzards flying in their strange way in the sky above the valley. To Charley, as to all experienced range men, this meant only one thing: the slow-circling buzzards had discovered an animal either dead or dying. They have an uncanny ability to detect not only a dead animal but one that is dying. As soon as the life has gone out of it, these gruesome birds—often called turkey buzzards because of their long, bare red necks—alight on the carcass. After looking about them in what seems almost a sleepy way, they begin to eat it.


    Curious as to what the circling buzzards saw, Charley said, “Let’s go over there, Dapple, and see what it is the buzzards are watching.”


    Dapple Gray started forward, taking long, rapid steps. His eyes were wide and alert as they were every minute that Charley rode him on the range. When Charley spoke to him again, Dapple went into a graceful, effortless gallop. He was an easy horse to ride. He swung along with a movement so smooth that almost anyone could have ridden him.


    When they came near the place that Charley wanted to look at, he spoke to Dapple Gray and slowed him to a walk by pulling a little on the reins. A short way ahead several brushy thickets grew near together, and a few yards to one side of them a big boulder jutted several feet up from the ground. Not far from it was a stunted tree. Charley halted Dapple Gray and stood up in his stirrups to look over the tops of the bushes. Then he started to ride around them. He had gone almost all the way around when he pulled Dapple to a stop. He saw now what had brought the buzzards that were circling overhead.


    He dismounted and started walking toward a sight that filled him with anger. Dapple Gray, snorting as his nostrils caught a scent that spelled danger to him, followed very close behind Charley, as he always did unless Charley told him to stand where he left him.


    Only a few feet from the low tree there was a large hole in the ground, with the ends of some of the tree roots hanging down inside it. It was this hole that had plainly occasioned the death of a fine black mare who might otherwise have escaped her enemy. She was still in the hole, slumped in a half-standing position because of the cramped space. Her head, near the top, was shattered. Near by on the ground above lay her dead colt, its head also crushed. Charley, bending down to examine the ground, saw the clear tracks of a bear. At one point it had stood with both hind feet close together. The print of one of them turned oddly outward. Charley knew the tracks were those of the Black Grizzly.


    Since he was sure the grizzly was not near enough to take him and Dapple by surprise, Charley looked all around the place and pieced together what had happened. The mare must have been coming downwind with her colt so that she remained unaware of the Black Grizzly. But he had been able to get her scent and had quickly hidden himself, either behind the big boulder or the bushes, and rushed out at her. She had leaped in terror with no time to choose her direction and, seeing the big hole too late, had tried in vain to jump clear of it. She had missed and fallen in it with her head exposed to the Black Grizzly’s attack. One crushing blow from his powerful forepaw would have been enough to kill her. The small colt had then become an easy prey. He had no doubt run about, helpless in his fear, until the bear struck him down.


    Dapple Gray snorted again and again as he got the strong scent of the grizzly. Charley thought by the looks of his tracks that the killer had been here only a few hours before. He saw the tracks leading away from the place and he followed them on foot. Dapple Gray followed very close behind. Now and then Charley saw the tracks plainly on a stretch of bare ground. At other times he could hardly see them in the short, thick grass.


    The grizzly’s tracks were leading toward the silent Black Mountains, now only a short distance away. Charley stopped, mounted Dapple Gray, and rode on toward the base of the mountains, where the Black Grizzly had evidently headed. When he got near the mountains, Charley looked up at their slopes, covered with great masses of rocks, bushes, and clumps of pine trees. There was not a sign of life anywhere on the still, dark mountains. The sky was a vast, clear blue except for one small cloud that hung above the mountaintops.


    Suddenly there came the sound of three rifle shots, the first two in quick succession, the third following after a brief interval. Charley at once started Dapple galloping along the base of the hills in the direction from which the sounds had come. Presently he rounded a turn and saw Dan ahead of him, seated on his horse.


    Charley galloped up and said eagerly: “Dan, I heard shots. Did you see the grizzly?”


    “Yes, I did,” said Dan. “I saw him well up the mountainside and he was running. I had to shoot quick from the horse. And, as usual, I think every shot missed him. Anyhow, he ran on faster than before and got out of sight up there in the timber.”


    Charley told Dan how he had found the black mare and her colt, both victims of the grizzly. He also told him about Dapple and the stallion.


    Dan sat in his saddle, looking at Charley with piercing gray eyes. “Charley,” he said, “were you careful to look in the bushes before you got off Dapple’s back?”


    “Yes,” said Charley, “I was careful to ride around them and look sharp. I knew the grizzly was not there before I got down on the ground.”


    “Fine,” said Dan. “Be mighty careful about that. We’ve got a dangerous beast to hunt. We all know that. The one we mainly think of is you. You’re younger than we are, but I guess you know how to be careful.”


    “I watch like a hawk,” said Charley.


    Dan looked at Dapple Gray and smiled. He dismounted, walked up to him, patted him affectionately on the neck, and looked at his shoulder where the stallion had bitten him. “That wound isn’t bad,” he said. “It’s lucky the stud didn’t tear the skin bad like they sometimes do.”


    Dan walked around in front of Dapple Gray, still smiling broadly. Dapple held his head down toward him a little. Dan patted Dapple Gray’s head, then scratched him a little on the neck, and said: “Charley, you got the best and smartest horse on the range. And he’s the fightingest horse on the range, too. We’re all plumb proud of him. I don’t think that daggone grizzly will ever kill him. If he ever tackled Dapple I’m certain Dapple would fight, but he’d kick quick and run away. Dapple is smart. He’d understand the danger the way his old mammy did. She fought that grizzly but she fought cunning. She kicked quick and ran away. Most horses would run fast and not kick the bear at all. Blue Streak and Dapple are different.”


    Dan looked at his own horse, a sorrel of average size, and said: “Dapple is plumb different as a fighter. Take, for instance, Sorrel here. He’s a good horse, but a few times when I’ve got close to the grizzly’s trail he’s acted plumb wild to get away from it. I have all I can do to keep him in hand. If I let him, he’d light out and run hard for a mile or two to get away. That’s the way the average horse is, but once in a while a horse comes along that will fight any daggone thing that tackles him. Dapple is that kind.”

  

  
    Chapter 6


    Dan Harper had hired several new riders this spring. This was quite a usual practice with the ranchmen, since the cattle were shipped away in the fall and only a small number of men remained at the ranch during the winter to take care of the saddle horses. During the spring and summer months more men were needed. On Dan’s ranch he and Charley and Bob and Web were the only ones who stayed all winter.


    Among the new cowhands there was a man known simply as Tex. He had proved skillful in handling the cattle and the range horses, and Dan had asked no further questions.


    Tex was a slim, wiry fellow under average height, with coal-black eyes. He had very heavy black hair and kept his face smoothly shaven. When he first came to the ranch, he rode with the large-wheeled spurs that the cattlemen called Spanish spurs. These were extremely cruel spurs to use on a horse, and when Dan hired him he made it clear that Tex must lay them aside. Tex was agreeable to this. In fact, he had a way of doing practically everything that Dan required of him. After a week of work most of the men praised him for his skill in riding and also for his unusual cleverness with a rope when working among the longhorn cattle. During the first week Tex had ridden two of the worst bucking horses on the ranch. He managed to stay on one of them, which proved he was a very good rider. The other horse finally threw him off, but he had stayed on for some time.


    Two weeks went by during which the Black Grizzly was seen only once, although the men kept a particularly sharp lookout for him. Web Wright, riding alone one afternoon, saw the grizzly on a stretch of low land not far from the pine-covered slope of some high foothills. When Web saw the grizzly, he was out of rifle range and running fast toward the timber. Web pulled his horse to a quick stop and looked. He saw the grizzly rush across the open space and disappear in the deep woods. Web rode forward at a gallop and soon reached a mass of tall brush from which the grizzly seemed to have run. On coming closer to the place, Web saw the carcass of a big calf which had been partly eaten. The footprints of the grizzly were all around and, upon examining the tall, brushy thicket, Web saw evidence that he had lain in ambush and rushed out upon his victim.


    This was one of the few times when any of the men actually saw the Black Grizzly rush away from one of his kills. As a rule they knew of the grizzly’s guilty presence only by his tracks, left near one of his victims some time before it was discovered.


    Web had dismounted to look at the scene. After he had finished looking and had mounted his horse to ride away, he saw a rider appear on a high point of ground some distance away. Web galloped toward him at once and found, on reaching him, that he was Tex, the new cowhand.


    It was getting on toward sunset and since they were a quite a way from the ranch house, the two men rode home together. As they went along they talked about the grizzly. Tex, like all the other men, had a rifle in the holster of his saddle. “I hope I get to shoot that grizzly,” he said. “I could use all that money.”


    Web replied, “We don’t care much which feller shoots him, though I wouldn’t be surprised if Charley and his horse kill him.”


    “Charley, maybe,” said Tex, “but not his horse. A horse won’t fight a grizzly.”


    “He wouldn’t, hey!” said Web. “You don’t know that Dapple horse. He’s different. Maybe he’d be too smart to fight the grizzly with his teeth, but he’d kick the tar out of him with his hind hoofs. That Dapple is a fighter. He brought down a bad stallion.”


    “He acts gentle,” said Tex.


    If Web had been at all inclined to suspect him and had looked into Tex’s eyes, he might have had his suspicions aroused. But what Tex said seemed natural to Web. He replied: “Dapple is plumb gentle around men. Charley and the rest of us have always handled him easy, and he’s tame as a kitten. But let a stallion or even a grizzly tackle him, and they’d find they had a wildcat after them.”


    That night at the ranch house Web reported seeing the Black Grizzly and the calf he had killed. The men sat up for a while after supper, much interested, and talked about the occurrence. Then they went to their bunks and soon all of them except one were sound asleep. That one was Tex.


    After two hours had gone by, Tex sat up on his bunk and listened. The house was dark and still. He had taken off only his boots and his trousers. Now he put on his trousers, picked up his boots and the belt holding his .45 revolver, and walked in his stocking feet to the open door of the ranch house. Again he listened. All was still. He walked out to the stable and pulled on his boots.


    This was one of the nights when Charley had left Dapple Gray tied in the stable, as he often did, after giving him a generous feed of oats. Dapple Gray was always given oats, both morning and evening, and sometimes he was allowed to graze with the other horses during the night.


    Tex walked into the stable and spoke softly to Dapple Gray. Dapple was not afraid. Tex was still a stranger to him, but he accepted his pats as he did those of the other men.


    Tex saddled and bridled Dapple Gray quickly. He was careful to put his well-coiled rope and also his Spanish spurs on the saddle horn. He planned not to use these or any other spurs on Dapple at the start. He was taking them along to use later, when he was sure Dan and the men would be pursuing him. He would not put on the big, sharp-wheeled spurs until he found it necessary to force Dapple Gray to his utmost speed. Tex felt besides that he might have trouble with the horse if he tried out the sharp spurs too soon. He had found out that Charley did not wear spurs at all when he rode Dapple Gray.


    Tex thought: I’ll ride him at a gallop as long as he’ll go without spurs. Then when he slows up, I’ll put the spurs on. That way I’ll make fast time.


    Tex led Dapple outside and mounted. He rode him at a walk for a while and then put him at a gallop in the cool, starlit night. Now and then Dapple snorted as he galloped. He snorted because he felt doubtful about this unusual night adventure. Mile after mile he galloped on. Dapple Gray was a powerful horse with remarkable endurance, and even after a good many miles had been covered he did not feel very tired. But he was ill at ease because of his feeling of the vague uncertainty of all this.


    Twice during the night he was allowed to drink a little water from one of the shallow streams that flowed across the plain. Each time he wanted more water than he got and he did not like it when he felt Tex’s boot heels prodding him forward to the other bank.


    When the dawn came, Dapple Gray slowed to a trot, then to a walk. He was allowed to move at a walk only a short time before he felt the boot heels prodding him again.


    In this way Dapple Gray traveled on and on. Much of the time he went at a gallop, now and then at a slow trot, and sometimes, briefly, at a walk. He was permitted to drink again at a small pool of water about noon.


    By three o’clock in the afternoon his once beautiful coat was dark with sweat and he was breathing heavily. He was tired, thirsty, and very hungry. He had not had a bite to eat since they started. Dapple Gray was behaving like a docile child who has always been with kind people who have trained him to do what he is told. He still went dutifully on, although he could not understand why he was not allowed to stop and rest and eat and drink.


    At last Tex pulled him to a stop on the green grass near a river. Then he rode Dapple down one of the narrow cattle trails in the steep bank and sat in the saddle while the horse drank. This time Dapple was allowed to drink his fill before he was turned about and urged up the steep cut in the bank. When he reached the grassland above, Tex rode up to a small tree and dismounted. He tied one end of his long rope to Dapple’s neck and the other to the tree. After he had taken off Dapple’s bridle he said, “Now you go eat.” Dapple was so hungry he began at once to bite off big mouthfuls of the green grass.


    Tex sat down under the tree with his back against it. He took off his wide-brimmed hat and put it on the ground beside him. He knew he had made good time and must be hours ahead of any pursuers, and so he decided he could remain here an hour with no risk of their drawing near. He felt so comfortable, in fact, that he closed his eyes and began to doze. Before he was aware of it, he fell sound asleep.


    He awakened with a start—how much later he did not know until he looked at the sun. Then he was afraid. He had slept much longer than he had intended to. He jumped up and pulled on the rope tied around Dapple’s neck. Dapple came over to him, chewing on a mouthful of grass as he walked. Tex quickly put the bridle on Dapple Gray. Then he took the sharp-wheeled Spanish spurs and buckled them on his boots. He coiled the rope, tied the coil to the saddle horn, and mounted. In his hurry to get going fast he shouted at Dapple and goaded him with the big sharp spurs.


    Dapple plunged forward, whirled, and started to go back on the trail. Tex gouged him hard with the spurs and pulled on the reins to turn him about. Dapple reared up on his hind legs and began to circle around, leaping and bucking. Tex jabbed him still harder with the spurs and struck him sharply on the shoulder with his quirt. At that Dapple leaped wildly and bucked with all his might in his effort to throw Tex off. Tex followed the usual procedure of a good many broncho busters. He struck Dapple with quirt and spurs harder than ever.


    After riding him so far, Tex had supposed that Dapple Gray would be easy to control. Now, because he was afraid of pursuit, Tex was anxious to make Dapple run hard. But the more he gouged Dapple’s sides with the spurs and struck him with the quirt, the more determined the horse became to buck his rider off. With all his strength he suddenly leaped forward as if to run, then checked himself and bucked so quickly and violently that he flung Tex off his back. The man was thrown to the ground, striking on his hands and knees.


    It was at this instant that Dan, Web, Bob, and Charley, who had been following hard and steadily on Tex’s trail, rode up on a nearby ridge. They saw Tex thrown from the saddle and saw him light on his hands and knees. Then they watched something happen that startled even Dan. When Tex struck the ground, Dapple whirled and rushed at him with ears laid back and teeth bared. Tex jumped up and ran like a rabbit. As he dodged around a clump of bushes with Dapple Gray after him, he caught a glimpse of the horsemen from the ranch. Already desperate to avoid the teeth and hoofs of Dapple Gray, Tex took the nearest means of escape. He dashed around a bush to the high, steep bank of the river and leaped off. Dapple Gray, almost upon him, stopped short. He snorted angrily as he looked down at his tormentor, who was running now as fast as he could across the shallow river and its sand bars.


    Dan and his men rode quickly to the river bank and dismounted. The fleeing Tex was their first concern. Dan said, “Now, fellers, be careful not to hit that scoundrel when you shoot, but let’s scare him almost to death.”


    The rifles began popping. Some of the bullets kicked up the sand on the bars and others struck in the shallow water near the fugitive. Thinking the men were shooting directly at him, Tex leaped and dodged about like a cottontail rabbit. When he reached a place on the other side where the bank fell away to a gentle slope, he dashed up the slope and ran on, still in the open, across the wide plain. The ranchmen kept up the pop, pop of the rifles until he disappeared in the distance.


    Dan said: “Well, Charley, that’s the end of him around these parts. He’ll never come back and try to steal Dapple again. He’d no more go near him than he’d try to pet a mountain cat.”


    Now the men turned their attention to Dapple Gray. They looked at his sides, flecked with blood where the big Spanish spurs had gouged him. Dan said they would let him and the other horses graze and rest for some time. Then they would make a night ride back to the ranch. The sun was hanging low now behind a blue cloud bank in the west, illuminating its upper edges with a line of bright gold.


    All the horses except Dapple were hobbled and turned loose to graze. After Charley and the others had talked to Dapple a few minutes and scratched his neck the way he liked them to, he was allowed to graze too. There was no need to put hobbles on him when Charley was near.


    As the men stood watching Dapple Gray, Dan said: “I’ve seen a few horses that would tackle a man after throwing him off, but not many. Dapple is the first horse I ever saw who would go right after the feller like a hound after a rabbit. Dapple was plumb mad at that Tex for hurting him so much. If he could have got his teeth in him, he aimed to get enough for a meal.”


    Charley spoke up. “Dan, it will be moonlight in a few hours. The Black Grizzly seems to make most of his kills at night. We might happen to run across him on the way back.”


    “Maybe so,” said Dan, “although that daggone beast would likely see us before we saw him. But there’s always a chance one of us may ride over a ridge some time and be right on him, if the wind is in our favor, while he’s bringing down a colt or a cow.”


    The time passed quickly for the men as they sat on the ground talking, while Dapple and the other horses grazed a short distance away. They waited until the night fell and the moon came up over the eastern ridges, shining like a ball of gold over the wild western plains. During the early evening there had not been the least wind. The place had lain in a deep stillness with scarcely a bush or a grass blade moving. Now, however, with the coming of the night a breeze began to blow down from the northwest.


    Dan was quick to notice this. He said: “The wind was in the south this morning until noon. It died away and now it’s come up from the northwest. We might have a storm before we get home. Let’s travel.”


    While Dan was speaking, Dapple Gray left the other horses and walked over to Charley. Charley put his hands on Dapple’s head and said, “Well, boy, are you ready to start or did you just want to see me?”


    The older men went after their horses, unhobbled them, and mounted. Charley decided to ride Dapple Gray, leaving his other mount to follow, and they all started out on the trail back toward the ranch.


    As they rode along they saw a cloud in the northwest and they knew it might draw nearer, bringing a storm, or it might stay in the distance. Sometimes a cloud in that quarter remained in the same place for hours with the distant sheet lightning flashing from its dark mass and no sound of thunder to be heard. At other times the cloud above the horizon grew swiftly in size and drove its rushing blasts of wind and rain across the wild plains and hills.


    Dan, with his experience, felt at ease about the cloud after watching it for an hour as he rode. He knew then that it was not a storm breeder in spite of the sheet lightning that flickered across it.


    He and the other men rode on over a broad highland that stretched out for miles ahead. The wind blew steadily. Dapple Gray tossed his head, looked toward the dark cloud in the northwest, and set forth of his own accord at a fast gallop. The other riders tapped their horses with the quirt and they all galloped abreast on the vast open plain.


    As they galloped steadily on, Charley felt a quiet sense of pleasure as he always did when he saw the sheet lightning flashing in the west at night and felt the wild, fresh wind blowing upon him. Dapple Gray seemed to gather energy as he galloped on with his head up, his dark eyes watching everything ahead of him on the moonlit plain.


    After hours of riding they saw the ranch buildings standing dark and silent in the moonlight.

  

  
    Chapter 7


    For almost a month none of the men got even a glimpse of the Black Grizzly in the daytime, but there was evidence of his inroads by night among the cattle.


    One day in about the middle of the afternoon Dan, Charley, Bob, and Web came together near the river at a point where a shallow place led across it. Noticing that they were near the ford, Dan said: “Let’s ride across the river and see if there are any cows on the other side. I don’t really expect any, because the grazing there is not as good as on this side, but since we’re here let’s see.”


    Dapple Gray walked ahead of the other horses down the shelving sandy bank to the shallow crossing. He paused at the edge but at Charley’s words, “Go on, Dapple,” he stepped into the stream and began to splash across in water scarcely up to his knees.


    When they had all reached the other side, Dan turned his horse and rode down along the river with the others following. A quarter of a mile away, beyond a clump of woods, lay a stretch of grassland where Dan had sometimes seen cows with their calves. He led the way to this spot. Some distance to the right of it the ground fell off to a long hollow covered with dense trees and underbrush.


    The men rode out on the grassland and pulled their horses to a stop. They could see where the grass ended at the wooded hollow not far away. There were no cows to be seen anywhere about. The ranchmen turned their horses and started to ride back, passing much nearer to the small clump of woods than they had on coming out. They would probably have gone past it again with no thought of the grizzly, if it had not been for the strange actions of Dapple Gray. He stopped suddenly, tossed his head up, looked into the clump of woods, and snorted. Then he began stepping around nervously, all the while looking into the woods and snorting.


    Dan was instantly alert. “Dapple smells some animal,” he said, “likely a wolf or a bear. Let’s investigate.”


    The other horses began to snort too and act as if they scented a dangerous animal in the clump of woods. It was unusually free of brush except at one point on the far side, nearest the river. The men could see everything among the trees except for what might be in the brushy spot. Dan told Charley and Bob to stay where they were while he and Web rode around the little woods and took a look at the brush near the river.


    Keeping their eyes on the clump of brush, Dan and Web trotted their horses around the grove. When they reached the other side, they stopped their horses where they could get a good view of the brush. There seemed to be an opening on this side of it. They dismounted, tied their horses to a tree, and, grasping their rifles, advanced on foot. Presently they called out to Charley and Bob to come on through the woods. They did so at once, riding their horses directly toward the brush. Dapple kept snorting as he approached it.


    When Charley and Bob rode up, Dan said, “Look here! Here are the Black Grizzly’s tracks and here’s where he’s been lying down in this brush, taking it easy.”


    Charley dismounted and let Dapple loose, although he was still snorting and stepping about. Bob also dismounted but held his horse while he and the others looked at the place. Watching the ground closely, the men followed the tracks out of the woods to the sloping sand at the edge of the river. Dapple, still snorting, followed very close to Charley.


    Dan said he thought the grizzly had used the brush in the little woods as a hiding place for some time. His tracks could be seen in the sand going down to the river where it was plain that he had entered the water and swum across. The river had a deep, narrow channel here. There was evidence that the grizzly had crossed over from the other side many times and made his way into the woods where he had lain down in the green thicket, making a lair for his great body.


    The men stood on the open sandy slope and looked up the river toward the shallow crossing over which they had come.


    Dan said: “This certainly shows how cunning the Black Grizzly is. He could have crossed the river there at the ford where we did, but he must have discovered that we use it sometimes. He’s been swimming across the river here to get to his hideout so we wouldn’t see his tracks as we could have if he had crossed at the ford. No doubt he’s been hiding here for some time in the daytime and then swimming back across the river to attack the cattle at night. Likely enough he’s got bold and decided he’ll go at his work again in the daytime, since he’s not here now. But I think he’ll come back here. He might decide to come at any time at all. Let’s take the horses back of the grove and out of sight while we think it over.”


    As the men rode back through the small woods, Dan noticed that the wind was blowing from across the river and so was in their favor. After they had discussed the matter, Dan said he thought there was a chance of surprising the grizzly if they stayed where they were. “He might cross the river some time in the night,” he concluded. “If he does, with the wind as it is, we’ll have a good chance.”


    From their favorable position the men could look through the grove and plainly see the sandy slope up which the Black Grizzly was in the habit of coming to his lair in the brush. The breeze stiffened and blew through the thicket with a whispering sound, rustling all the branches of the trees. Dapple was no longer snorting but he kept a sharp lookout toward the river, as the men did.


    After a while Dan said: “I’ll tell you what we’d better do. It’s quite a long way to the ranch, but Charley can ride back there and let them know why we don’t come in. Then they won’t be worried about us.”


    Dan looked at Charley and saw that his eyes were on the ground. Dan understood why he was downcast and said: “Charley doesn’t want to go, because he wants to be in on whatever happens here. Bob, you go ahead. You won’t mind, on account of you having already come in mighty close touch with the Black Grizzly that day when he tried to give you a pat on the back!”


    Charley laughed, and Bob grinned as he said: “Sure, I’ll go. I hate to miss the shooting if there is any, but I hope you get that brute.”


    Before Bob started his horse, he dismounted and went over to Dapple Gray, who was standing with his head high, looking into the woods. Bob patted him on the neck and said: “Well, Dapple, I’ll have to leave you and Charley for a while. If you get a chance, you kick the daggone liver out of that grizzly. I bet you would, too!”


    Dapple put his nose down to Bob and Bob patted him again. Then he mounted, rode over to the ford, crossed over, and headed at a gallop toward the ranch. The sun was already moving down in the west.


    When Bob had gone, the men took their horses out on the grass, well back of the woods. On Dan’s advice the horses were not hobbled this time. Dan knew Dapple would not run away from Charley no matter what happened and since Dapple would stay near, he thought the other horses probably would stay too. He said: “I don’t think it’s likely the grizzly will show up where we don’t expect him and go for one of the horses, but I’m not going to take a chance on hobbling them so they couldn’t get away if he did attack.”


    The men left Dapple and the other horses grazing and went back into the little woods. They chose for their vigil a place where through a rift in the trees they had a clear view of the trail the Black Grizzly had used to cross the river and get to his lair in the tall brush. Dan selected this spot because from here they could, by turning around, see the horses grazing on the grass between the grove and the wooded hollow a little distance beyond. He thought it just possible that the grizzly might swim the river in a different place and come up in back of the horses by stealing through the farther woods. However, Dan said he still believed that if the grizzly came at all, he would use his old trail, because with the wind coming from behind him he could not get the least scent of the men or the horses.


    As the three of them sat on the ground with their rifles beside them, Dan said in a low tone: “Now I hope he comes. If he does, we’ll fill him so full of lead his digestion will go plumb sour.”


    Dan hoped the grizzly would come this afternoon while it was still daylight or else next morning at dawn. The hours passed as the men sat talking in low voices. Night fell and the stars came out, shining brightly. Later on the moon rose, shedding its pale light on all the woods and the flowing river. The high, steep banks on the other side could be seen casting a long dark shadow on the water.


    By midnight Dan began to feel that if the grizzly were going to return to his lair it would be in the early morning. This was what he hoped for. At three o’clock the breeze died down a little so that it was only perceptible now and then as a faint rustle in the trees. In the stillness they could hear an owl hooting in the woods near the river up toward the shallow crossing. After a while the hooting ceased; there was scarcely a sound to be heard in all the moonlit countryside.


    For Dan and Web the time did not seem to drag. There was too much at stake. Because of his youth Charley, however, became sleepy. He had put his hat on the ground and was sitting with his back against a tree. The older men saw his head drop and they knew he was falling asleep. Just then they saw Dapple Gray walk into the woods toward them. Dan and Web kept still. Dapple came close and looked at them; then he looked at Charley and put his nose down until it touched the young man’s face. Charley awoke with a start, jerking his head up so quickly that he scared Dapple, who hastily lifted his head, too.


    Dan and Web chuckled. Dan said: “Charley, Dapple just wanted to see how you were making it. He wants to be sure you’re around. Lead him back so he’ll keep the other horses there.”


    Charley grinned sheepishly. He stood up and, grasping Dapple Gray by his long foretop, led him back to the other horses. “Dapple, you stay here,” he said softly. Dapple seemed to understand. He went on grazing when Charley walked back to Dan and Web.


    Charley was now wide awake and keenly alert as the night wore on. The moon was moving down toward the west but it still shone clearly on all the open ground and the moving river. Looking up at a clear space among the trees, Charley saw a great horned owl alight noiselessly on a dead limb. It sat there for a minute with the moon shining full on its brownish form. Then it arose on silent wings and flew away like a feathery shadow.


    Suddenly the men gave a start. There was a splash in the water across the river below the long line of the steep, sandy bank. The men got to their feet quickly and, keeping in the shadows, stole near the edge of the woods where they could look across the river. All they could see was the flowing water and the steep bank on the other side. They were certain now the sound had been made by a section of the bank that had caved in and fallen into the river. They knew this was something that often happened. They stood for a while in the shadows close to the edge of the woods, looking at the place where the Black Grizzly had often crossed. They would not have been surprised to see him appear at any minute.


    Moving back a little, they continued to look across the river to the dark shadow of the bank on the farther side. They were so intent on watching the other side of the river, where they thought the grizzly might come into sight and swim across, that they forgot to look at the grassy stretch back of them where they had left Dapple and the other two horses grazing. While they stood there, the first gray light of dawn appeared and they could see a little more clearly.


    A sudden loud squeal startled them violently. They knew it came from one of the horses, but they could tell by the sound of it that it was not the squeal of one horse fighting another. Like lightning there came through each man’s mind the realization that the piercing squeal came from Dapple Gray and meant that he was in terrible trouble.


    Gripping their rifles, they ran back through the small woods toward the horses. They rushed out of the trees in time to see Dapple’s hind legs lash out behind him at what they were certain, in the dim light of dawn, was the Black Grizzly making for the thick woods in the hollow. The moment the men appeared, the grizzly whirled and lunged down into the gloom of the thickly growing trees.


    Instantly all three men fired at the vanishing grizzly. Then they ran to the edge of the low-lying woods. For a moment they heard the sounds made by the grizzly rushing through the thicket, but they could not see him. They fired blindly toward the sounds and stood for a few seconds listening. The sounds grew fainter, as if their quarry were untouched and already a good distance away. There was no hope of seeing him in the deep woods and brush into which he had escaped.


    Chagrined and disgusted, Dan said: “Now think of that! That grizzly did cross the river in a different place from his regular trail. I can’t figure it out, because if there was any wind at all it was in our favor. Maybe it was just by accident that he happened to be near the river at another point and decided to cross when he first reached the water. Then he stole along toward his old hiding place like a cat, probably keeping behind the bushes, and saw the horses. They couldn’t see him and he thought this was his chance to get one of them.”


    The men had rushed out in the open just in time to see the other two horses running in terror up the river, where they disappeared. Dan said they would probably cross the river at the ford and might not stop running until they reached the ranch. In that case, he said, Charley could ride Dapple home and fetch two horses so he and Web could ride back.


    When the men saw that the grizzly had vanished among the brush in the woods, they turned and came back to Dapple Gray. His eyes were blazing as he stood looking at the woods where the beast had vanished.


    It was light enough now for Charley and the others to look over Dapple and see if he had been hurt. They began rubbing him with the palms of their hands as they examined his dappled coat. They could not find a scratch on him.


    Dan said: “That’s mighty lucky. When Dapple saw that grizzly rush, he kicked hard and quick and squealed at the same time. He likely kicked more than once and jumped away like lightning right afterward. The grizzly aimed to swing for him and no doubt did, but his claws missed. Dapple sure is a great fighter.” Dan’s eyes shone in admiration as he patted Dapple Gray.


    Charley and Web were rubbing him and patting him, too, and telling him what a fine horse he was.


    Dan said: “I’m glad we were here when the grizzly tackled Dapple. I’m sure Dapple would have kept right on kicking and leaping away, but a grizzly is plumb dangerous with those knifelike claws. I knew of a grizzly that tore half the hide off the side of a big bull with one swipe. The bull tried to fight the grizzly head on with his horns—all the weapons a bull has. But a big fighting horse like Dapple has got his pile-driving hind hoofs and he can leap away quick each time he kicks. That’s to his advantage.”


    Holding their rifles ready, Dan and Web went on a way to look for the grizzly’s tracks. They were gone for some time. Charley stayed with Dapple.


    When they came back at last, Dan said: “Well, Charley, we found that old splay-footed grizzly’s tracks. I don’t think any of our bullets touched him. Web and I could see by his tracks that he was going fast.”


    Charley mounted Dapple Gray and rode at a trot toward the shallow crossing over the river. Dan and Web, following on foot, saw Dapple cross to the other side and start northward toward the ranch at an easy, swinging gallop.


    At the crossing Dan said: “Web, we’ll have to wait here for some time. Our horses had their wits plumb scared out of them. No doubt they ran all the way to the ranch. But Dapple is different. I hope nothing ever happens to him.”


    The two men sat down on a big stone near the river and talked about the grizzly. Dan said: “Now that he’s seen us near his hiding place, I doubt if that beast goes back there in a hurry. Of course, he might try it again some time later on, if we keep away from that side of the river. That’s the trouble with that beast. He’s awful cunning.”


    “Cunning and plumb dangerous,” Web agreed.


    “Yes,” said Dan, “and we certainly want to remember, if one of us is alone, never to ride close to a big pile of rocks or a patch of brush until we can see all that’s there, especially when the wind’s against us so the horse can’t get any warning scent.”

  

  
    Chapter 8


    After the Black Grizzly escaped into the timber, he pushed through it for a considerable distance until he reached a point where a heavy stand of trees, thick with underbrush, grew close to the bank of the river. Here the grizzly lay down in the deep cover and remained until afternoon, when he came out of the bushes and started toward the river, which narrowed sharply here and flowed in a swift, deep current.


    The huge bear walked out of the woods to the low, sloping bank. He looked hastily on either side; then, moving very quickly, he reached the water and plunged in. In an instant he was submerged except for his head and the upper part of his neck. He swam powerfully and swiftly, the current carrying him downstream, until he reached a deep-cut cattle trail leading up the steep sandy bank to the ground above. There he plunged out of the river and ambled up the cut with the water streaming from his coarse, hairy coat. When he had almost reached the top of the bank and his head was just above it, he paused, sniffing the air, and looked in front of him and all around. Immediately beyond lay the level prairie, dotted with clumps of brush and covered with rich green grass where cattle often stopped to graze.


    The Black Grizzly moved up to the open land and swiftly gained the cover of a tall thicket. He slowed to a moderate walk as he made his way through the crisscross of paths among the high bushes which completely hid him. As he moved along on the soft balls of his feet, he made scarcely a sound. Sometimes the drooping leafy branches brushed against his big flanks, but so gently that the little swish they made could not have been heard more than a few feet away.


    On he went through paths leading him deeper into the cover of the bushes until his nose caught the familiar scent of cattle. He stopped short, lowered his head, and peered ahead with dark, savage eyes. The cattle were near enough for him to hear distinctly the movements of their heavy hoofs on the ground. As he started forward, he heard the low sound made by a very young calf.


    Unfortunately for the two dozen or more cattle grazing on an open space a short distance ahead, the wind was blowing in the wrong direction to warn them of the oncoming grizzly. Among them was a longhorn cow, unusual in her readiness to fight any creature, no matter how large or fierce, that attacked her calf. With the cows were two big longhorn bulls, one red, the other a dun color. They were grazing together peacefully, as longhorn bulls sometimes will, with no thought of fighting each other.


    Without warning, the Black Grizzly rushed out upon the cattle from the tall bushes. With one forepaw he struck the calf, which was nearest to him, a blow that knocked it to the ground, where it lay, its young life ended. The cow threw up her head and then, with a wild bellow, lowered it and went for the grizzly with her horns. One terrific blow on the head from his great paw was enough to kill her. She fell like a stone.


    The other cows turned tail and raced away, bawling in terror, but the two bulls stood their ground. Suddenly, with lowered horns and deep roars, both of them charged the grizzly. Taken by surprise, he lurched sideways and launched a savage blow at the dun bull’s head with his huge forepaw. It struck one of the bull’s long horns and tore it from his head with such force that it spun through the air. The red bull charged in. One of his sharp horns cut the flesh of the grizzly’s shoulder. The grizzly leaped aside. The dun bull, with one horn missing and blood streaming down over his eyes, rushed in blindly. The grizzly swung and struck him full on the head and he went down.


    With a roar the red bull charged again. The grizzly’s mighty swing missed his head but caught the bull’s side with slashing claws that ripped the flesh. But the momentum of the bull’s rush carried him in so close that one of his horns tore a wound in the grizzly’s flank. As the bull fell to his knees, the grizzly whirled and struck him fair on the head. The bull went down and at once the huge grizzly was upon them both with ferocious growls, mauling them and finishing what little life was left in them. Then he turned and mangled the dead cow and, having assured himself that all his victims were done for, he stood with lowered head, growling savagely.


    Not even after the furious battle, however, did the grizzly forget the men who were his enemies. He stopped growling, pricked up his short ears like a dog, and looked about him with a changed expression. He walked up to one of the thickets, stood up to his full height on his hind legs, and sniffed the wind. Only his short ears and his eyes showed above the thicket. He could see nothing amiss, but suddenly the unmistakable scent of men reached him, coming from the south. At once he dropped to all fours and moved swiftly north through the brushland. Pushing steadily on, he left the low country and came to a wild, broken region whose high hills and long, deep gorges offered innumerable hiding places.


    


    Not long after the slaughter committed by the Black Grizzly, Dan Harper and Charley Pratt, who were riding together, stopped on a high ridge while Dan looked through his field glasses. He was about to put them up and ride on when, by chance, his gaze fell on what appeared to be the carcasses of cattle in one of the larger open spaces among the thickets. He put down his glasses and said: “Looks as if I saw some dead cows, Charley. Let’s ride down there and see.”


    It was not long before they came upon the scene of the grizzly’s kill. When they rode near, Dan’s horse and Dapple both began to snort as they got his scent. Dan and Charley were sure that all the killing had been the work of a grizzly. No other animal on the range could bring down full-grown bulls like this. Dan said: “I’m certain the Black Grizzly was here and both bulls fought him. Maybe the old cow did, too. I see he’s killed her calf.”


    The two men held their rifles ready. Although their horses stood on open ground, they felt the grizzly might still be hiding in the brush.


    After waiting and watching awhile, Dan looked toward the high ridges to the north and said: “Charley, we can’t track that grizzly in a place like this. My guess is he left right after his kill. He may have gotten our scent. If he did he would likely head for the rough country northeast of here. There are some sandy stretches in the low places there. Let’s ride in that direction and look for his tracks.”


    They rode away. As they drew near the hill region, Dan called Charley’s attention to a single imprint on a bare patch of ground. “Look here, Charley,” said Dan. “That’s a bear track and it’s headed in this direction. The grass is pretty thick here but we’ll watch out for more bare spots.”


    Dan and Charley rode over the first ridge and on toward the wild, rough land to the northeast. On reaching a low-lying stretch of white sand they pulled their horses to a stop. “Look there, Charley,” exclaimed Dan. “There are the tracks of the Black Grizzly. Look at that hind foot!”


    Charley had already seen them. The huge footprints of the grizzly were very plain; the one hind foot turning strangely outward was all the evidence needed to tell them it was the Black Grizzly that had made the tracks. They showed that he had been moving in long fast strides.


    Dan and Charley dismounted to examine the tracks. Dan led his horse by the bridle reins, but Charley had dropped Dapple Gray’s reins, tied together, over the saddle horn for he knew Dapple would follow him.


    When he saw that the tracks led away from the sand to a grassy slope, Dan said: “Well, Charley, we know by the fresh tracks that the Black Grizzly has come in this direction. And by the looks of them I think likely he has either seen us or got wind of us.”


    While the men had been looking at the tracks, Dan’s horse stood with his head a little down, resting. Dapple Gray, however, had his head up and his eyes alert, looking ahead.


    Dan and Charley mounted and rode on slowly, looking for the grizzly’s trail as they went. By extreme good luck they were able to pick it up now and then on a spot bare of grass. They covered several miles in this way, certain that they were on the trail of the Black Grizzly. When they came to a region covered with bunch grass and patches of loose shale rock, they lost the trail once on a slope, but a little farther on Dan’s sharp eyes spied the grizzly’s footprints on a stretch of barren ground.


    They rode on, finding the trail here and there, until they reached the foot of a low hill. Near the other side of the hill was a long, deep ravine, with giant trees reaching up from the bottom where green thickets and underbrush grew in profusion. The ravine started in the hills only a short distance to the north of the spot where Dan and Charley were now riding up the low hill.


    Neither Dan’s horse nor Dapple Gray gave any indication, as they neared the top of the hill overlooking the deep, timbered gorge, that they sensed the presence of danger. But the instant they reached the top of the hill, Dan and Charley were astonished to see the Black Grizzly running along the high land beside the ravine toward its beginning only a short distance beyond.


    To Dan’s profound disgust his horse became all but unmanageable. Before Dan could fire, his horse had reared, whirled, and tried to run back down the hill. Charley fired at once but missed.


    At the sound of the shot, the grizzly gave up his attempt to find a sloping descent into the ravine. He plunged down its steep side where even his sure feet could find no grip. Charley, who had dismounted and run to the brink, saw plainly by the broken trail through the bushes growing up the cliff that the grizzly had tumbled all the way down. But the trees and thickets below were so dense that he could see no trace of the grizzly in their dark depths.


    Charley was surprised to hear Dan shout to him, “Charley, ride over here quick!” Charley swung up on Dapple and rode over at once. Dan dismounted and gave the reins of his horse to Charley, who tied them to his saddle horn.


    Dan pointed toward the bottom of the gorge. “Look, Charley! See that open space down there on the bottom? See how it extends to the sheer wall on the other side? I remember that wall is like that all the way to the head of the gorge. That grizzly is in a natural trap. He’s hidden down there between the clear place and the head of the gorge. The wall is so high and steep on the other side he can’t escape that way. He could run up to the head of the ravine and make for the open land above, but I think he’s too smart to do that. He knows it’s too plumb dangerous because he’d be in rifle range. I’m almost sure that sooner or later he’ll rush across that open space down there and make a try for the deep cover down the gorge. If he does rush across there and I don’t hit him, he’ll escape. I know I can hit him if he tries it, but the chances are I won’t get him in a mortal spot. If I only give him flesh wounds, he’ll just lick his wounds and be all the more dangerous later on.”


    Dan’s horse kept snorting and looking down into the gorge with wild eyes. Dan said: “Charley, I can’t handle that horse here. You take him with you and ride to the head of the gorge.” Dan saw the bridle reins of his horse on Charley’s saddle horn. “That’s fine. He’ll go along. If the grizzly should happen to run out up there for the open, turn my horse loose so you can shoot.”


    Charley turned Dapple Gray about and started along the high ground at the side of the ravine with both horses going at a trot. He rounded the head of the gorge and took his place on the high open land a short distance away, where he would instantly see the grizzly if he should rush out from the ravine.


    Dan stood where he could watch the open space in the bottom of the gorge. A few wild gooseberry bushes grew on it but that was about all. Dan looked again at the high steep bank on the other side. The sun had sunk now behind the western hills. He knew the night would soon fall and he thought it likely that the cunning grizzly would wait till it was dark before making any attempt to escape. But Dan was not taking any chances. He stood with the barrel of his rifle pointing downward, its butt against his side. His right forefinger was on the trigger; his left hand grasped the barrel.


    Dan felt certain that the grizzly hiding in the depths below must be aware of his presence up here on the bank. He wondered if the grizzly suspected that a man was also waiting for him at the head of the gorge. Whatever the beast’s suspicions might be, Dan believed that before the night was over he would make a dash across the open ground below for the deep cover beyond it.


    Up on the grass of the highland a short distance from the head of the gorge, Charley waited, keeping in mind what he would do if the grizzly appeared. He would throw the bridle reins of Dan’s horse off his saddle and begin firing.


    Charley knew this place as well as Dan did. At the head of the gorge stood a single tall cedar tree. A spring gushed out of the rocks, making a constant low, splashing sound as it fell into the pool below. Waiting there on Dapple’s back, Charley could hear the sound of the falling water clearly.


    The shadows of evening deepened into night. The sky was spangled with brilliant stars and when the moon rose, it seemed to Charley that it shone more brightly than usual.


    Dan’s horse stood peaceably enough beside Dapple, but his ears were cocked forward and he stared constantly at the head of the ravine. Dapple kept his ears pricked too and his eyes on the big cedar tree.


    In the west a lone cloud hung low on the horizon. Save for that the starry sky was clear. The moon shone full on the tall cedar, bathing it in a strange mellow light so that it stood out in sharp contrast to the darker trees beyond. A little knoll a short distance off at Charley’s side showed bright and clear in the moonlight. Suddenly a lone coyote ran up to the top of the knoll. When he saw Charley and the two horses, he almost fell in his effort to stop short, but in the twinkling of an eye he managed to whirl around and dash away.


    Dan’s horse jumped and snorted at the sudden appearance of the coyote. Dapple Gray also saw the little animal, but he only turned his head quickly and then calmly looked toward the gorge again.


    The time that had passed had not actually been long but it seemed so to Charley. The dark cloud in the west, which seemed almost a part of the darker mountains, began to divide and slowly float away. An owl flew silently over Charley in the direction of the gorge. It flew in a complete circle around the head of the gorge, then disappeared in the darkness below among the trees.


    As time dragged on, Charley felt more and more restless. He had no fear for Dan’s safety, since he knew the banks of the gorge were so steep that the grizzly could not climb up either of them. Charley let himself sag down a little in the saddle to ease his position, when suddenly both horses gave a start.


    “Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!” sounded four rifle shots in quick succession. An instant later two more shots rang out against the stillness of the night.


    Charley waited tensely, wondering if the grizzly had run up in this direction. Then he heard the voice of Dan shouting for him to come. He started Dapple at a lope and, leading the other horse, quickly arrived at the place where Dan was standing near the edge of the gorge.


    “Did you hit him, Dan?” he asked breathlessly.


    “I don’t know for certain,” said Dan. “I think likely I did, but if so I didn’t stop him. Unless you shoot a grizzly through the heart or the head you’re not likely to stop him. That’s the trouble. He finally did what I thought he would. He rushed across that opening and ran into the deep woods beyond. I fired twice toward the sounds he made in the brush when I could no longer see him. But a little later I heard more sounds farther along, so I know he got away. I might have had better luck in the daytime but he charged across that space like a shot. I’m certain he knew I was up here. He’s diabolical in his cunning.”


    Charley had dismounted. Dapple Gray stood behind him with the reins loose on the saddle horn. The other horse, which Dan held by the reins, gave a snort now and then and stepped about nervously. Dapple Gray made no sound. He stood looking down intently on the open space below just as Charley did. The moonlight shone on the low wild gooseberry bushes that grew across the place and up close to the high, precipitous bank on the other side.


    Charley said, “Dan, I suppose you could see him plain down there for a second.”


    “I could that,” said Dan, “and he looked awful big. If the open glade had been twice as wide I might have planted a lucky shot, but as it was he was gone in a flash.”


    A wind blew through all the trees, swaying them to and fro and stirring the clumps of wild gooseberry bushes.


    Dan’s horse suddenly gave a loud snort. Dan and Charley looked at him. He had turned and was facing down the ravine. Dan said: “The wind may have brought him the scent of the grizzly. He acts like it. But I think that bear is likely traveling. A few flesh wounds won’t stop him. He’ll go on down along the bottom of the gorge until he reaches the place where it comes to an end at the open ground. From there he can go out on the rough lands and hide in the tall brush and bring down more of the cows and maybe some colts, too.”

  

  
    Chapter 9


    Dan had really no hope that any of his shots had reached a vital spot in the grizzly, so what he and Web saw ten days later did not surprise him too much. They discovered the tracks of the Black Grizzly on the ground near the carcass of a heifer he had obviously killed. Dan knew it had happened only a very short time before, because only a small part of the carcass had been eaten and there was no sign that any other beasts of prey had been there to snatch an easy meal. The only tracks visible were those of the Black Grizzly, who was, as usual, plainly identified by the imprint of his deformed foot. His tracks leading away from the place showed that he had left in haste.


    That night at the ranch house Dan and Web told the men what they had seen. Charley was greatly interested. He said, “Tomorrow I’ll ride out that way on Dapple. Maybe the grizzly is still somewhere in that vicinity.”


    Charley went to the stable to turn Dapple Gray loose, so that he could graze with some of the other range horses. The other horses, who had been turned loose earlier, were already some distance away. Some had stopped to graze; others were walking on to what seemed to them still more promising grass.


    Dapple Gray stood with his head up, his eyes looking eagerly toward the horses in the distance. Charley patted him on the neck, slipped the halter from his head, and said, “There, Dapple, go ahead!”


    Dapple Gray was used to receiving this welcome permission, but he never failed to show his delight. He threw down his head, shook it, and squealed in the joy of his freedom. Then, with his head high, he galloped away, snorting as he ran toward the other horses.


    Charley walked to the stable to hang Dapple’s halter on the wooden peg where his saddle hung, as well as a new bridle Charley had made for his favorite.


    Charley had not ridden Dapple Gray far that day. At Dan’s suggestion he had stayed at the ranch house until well on in the afternoon to finish a very fine horsehair bridle which he was braiding for Dapple. Charley was highly skilled in this, but it took him a long time, as he usually worked on it only during the short evenings. In the morning Dan had looked at the horse hair bridle, interwoven with black and white hairs, and said: “Charley, you stay home today and finish your bridle. It’s plumb pretty and I suppose Dapple will be as proud of it as you are when you put it on him.”


    Charley had grinned happily. By late afternoon he had finished it and put it on Dapple Gray at once, after saddling him. Then he rode out to meet Dan and the other men and accompany them on the last few miles home. He wanted them to see Dapple wearing his handsome new bridle.


    Now as he saw it hanging on the peg, he looked forward to the pleasure of putting it on Dapple again the next morning, when he expected to find him out in the yard waiting for him as usual.


    The men went to bed early that night according to their custom, for they always had to rise early. Dan glanced at the sky before turning in. The whole canopy of the heavens was full of shining stars except where a cloud hung over the horizon in the northwest. Dan noticed the cloud but did not give it too much attention. He knew it would either disappear in time or grow bigger and send a violent rainstorm driving down from that direction. Such a storm had often come up before at night when Dapple Gray and the other horses were out in the wild country grazing. If they were a long distance away when a rainstorm struck, they would simply run for the nearest ravine and take shelter for an hour or two until the storm passed.


    The cattlemen of the West knew that the weather was uncertain. The summer might be dry and hot for days, and then a small cloud would appear, grow rapidly larger, and bear down upon a rider so swiftly that he must seek shelter or be caught out in the violent, driving rain, the thunder, and the lightning of the sudden storm.


    


    Tonight Dapple, always full of great energy, grazed only a little while in one spot before going on farther. The other horses would graze a little longer than he did each time and then trot and gallop up to the place where Dapple was, where they would all go on grazing again. There was something about Dapple that made them want to be with him. He did not kick or bite them no matter how close they grazed to him, and they had all learned to behave themselves when they were near him. Dan had observed this and said: “Dapple is awful peaceful-like around horses unless one of them tries to bite or kick him. Then that horse thinks maybe a cyclone or a wildcat has struck him. After that has happened once, he’s plumb nice and tame around Dapple.”


    By chance Dapple had led the horses into a wild, broken country farther from the ranch than they had ever gone before when turned loose to graze at will.


    It was about two o’clock in the morning when the cloud in the northwest, that had looked so small earlier, spread over all that part of the sky, blotting out the stars and replacing them with a deep blackness. The storm drew swiftly nearer. There were rumbles of thunder, and now and then a streak of chain lightning shot through the towering black cloud.


    Dapple looked up once while chewing a mouthful of grass and went on grazing. The other horses looked up often and some of them snorted, showing their apprehension. But since Dapple seemed calm, they remained with him although they did not graze steadily. At last as the storm was almost upon them, they all began snorting and running about with their heads up and tails in the air. Dapple looked up, still chewing on his grass, and saw a zigzag line of fire shoot through the sky, followed by a crash of thunder that shook the ground under his hoofs.


    All the horses except Dapple began running around in circles in their fright. The cool wind that had been blowing from the northwest suddenly became a cold blast that tossed the horses’ tails and manes in the air. Dapple Gray started off at a gallop for shelter. The other horses followed close on his heels, their hoofs thundering on the ground.


    Dapple Gray knew this vicinity well, since he had often ranged over it with Charley on his back. It was possible that he had some definite shelter in mind when he started running, but that, of course, is something no man could know. It happened, however, that he ran at an angle across the path of the coming storm toward a long, deep, winding ravine known as Blazer’s Gorge.


    The horses were running hard when the storm struck them. Instantly they were drenched by a torrent of rain that sent streams of water running down their sides. The frequent flashes of lightning lit up the countryside so that it seemed almost like day, but after each flash it was so pitch-black that the horses had to run blindly.


    Dapple was running for Blazer’s Gorge ahead of all the other horses. If they had reached the gorge at the spot where it began in the hills, they could have rushed in among the trees at once and found some shelter from the driving rain. In the darkness, however, they ran past the opening and headed down alongside the nearer rim of the gorge. The danger here was that at some points along the gorge the high banks were so steep and heavily overgrown that even a sure-footed horse could not have kept his balance going down one of them.


    A flash of lightning showed Dapple that he was near one of the places where the drop to the depths below was so abrupt that it was impossible for a horse to descend safely. He ran on, however, for he was well enough acquainted with Blazer’s Gorge to know that he might reach a spot where the bank sloped more gently at any moment. Down in the ravine among the great thickset trees, with their overhanging branches, there would be shelter from the storm.


    As the horses ran on there came another bright flash of lightning. In the inky darkness that followed, Dapple, running blindly like the others, stumbled in a ditch that opened into the gorge and was thrown sideways. In an instant he found himself rolling helplessly down the steep bank. The horse on the far side of Dapple Gray stumbled too, but in the end of the ditch that was more shallow. He only fell to his knees, sprang up again, and ran on with the others, who presently saw by a flash of lightning a long, sloping place in the side of the gorge down which they all plunged to the shelter of the great trees at the bottom.


    Dapple’s life was saved by a stroke of luck. Had he suffered an unbroken fall all the way to the floor of the ravine, he might easily have been killed. As it was, he lost control as he rolled down the steep bank and landed about halfway down on a ridge covered with a mass of tall, thick brush and small trees. He crashed down into a welter of brush and lay still for a minute, dazed. But he was not hurt and in a moment he threw up his head, put out his forelegs, and reared up on all four feet. The rain was pouring down as heavily as ever. In the flashes of lightning, Dapple saw the predicament he was in. He walked carefully to a point where he could look down.


    He was about thirty feet from the bottom of the gorge and was standing on what the cattlemen called a hump. It was about twenty-five yards long and less than half that wide. From here on down there was a sheer drop to the bottom, just as steep as the upper bank down which he had rolled uninjured only by the merest chance.


    Dapple crowded into a patch of brush and stood still. In this poor shelter he stood and waited, with the rain driving down in sheets upon his head and back. After the terror of his fall down the steep bank in the darkness he was afraid to move about on the hump, although he badly wanted better shelter. The rain beating down upon him was uncomfortably cold. The water poured in streams from his dappled body and from the ends of his black mane and tail.


    For an hour the storm kept driving down and then there was a lull when the rain fell more slowly. After a few minutes it ceased altogether. Now Dapple could hear a distant roar. The sound grew louder and louder until it reached the gorge. It was the sound of hail, which now was pelting down everywhere. Dapple Gray humped his back, pushed his head down in the branches of the thicket, and stood there getting what little protection he could. The pounding hailstorm was soon over. As it diminished, only an occasional hailstone rattled down. All that was left now of the storm was the chill breeze. Before long the stars began to shine through the rifts in the scattered clouds racing across the sky.


    Dapple raised his head and looked around him. Soon the clouds had all vanished. The stars shone clear and bright through the rain-washed air. The wind died down until only a low breeze blew through the tall trees in the deep gorge and stirred the leafy foliage of the thicket in which Dapple stood. He backed out of the brush and shook himself as a horse does when, after swimming a river, he comes out on a dry bank on the other side.


    Having got clear of the brush, Dapple now stood on a small grassy patch but he was too much troubled to think of grazing. He walked cautiously to the edge of the hump and looked down again. He understood that it was impossible for him to descend. Only once did he look up in the starlight at the high brink from which he had fallen. While it was still dark he was afraid to move about much, so he walked back near the bushes and stood there with his head up, looking into the night. The time passed slowly but he waited patiently until the dawn came.


    Then he began to walk slowly forward, with his head outstretched, hoping to find a place from which he could get down to the floor of the gorge. Dapple was familiar with deep gorges. If only he could get to the bottom of this one, he knew he could find a way out by following its course.


    Dapple walked toward one end of the hump and looked down. He saw that he could not possibly keep his footing on the steep slope. He drew a long breath, turned, and walked to the other end where he found the same sheer drop. He stood for some time looking down on the peaceful trees and thickets below. Then he raised his head and gave a long, loud nicker. In his miserable situation Dapple wanted to see Charley more than he wanted anything else. Failing that, he wished he might see Dan or any of the other men he knew.


    If the horses that had been with Dapple had been in the gorge below, near enough to hear him, they might have neighed loudly in reply. Range horses sometimes do this. But they had found their way out of the gorge soon after dawn and had galloped on toward home without delay.


    Three times Dapple Gray sent forth a loud, piercing nicker that carried far up and down the wild, lonely gorge.


    The sun came up, shining from a clear sky. The whole scene around Dapple was peaceful. The low breeze had died away. The green boughs of the trees hung still, covering all the floor of the gorge in a deep, shady stillness.


    Dapple gave another shrill, prolonged nicker that broke the deep silence around him. This time someone heard him. It was Lem Spreckles, a lone rider from the Horseshoe Ranch. Lem had been sent to Dan’s ranch by his foreman with a message concerning a dozen head of Dan’s cattle that had strayed to the Horseshoe Ranch on the northwest. He was on his way now to tell Dan.


    Lem, who knew Dapple, might have recognized the nicker if the sound had come from the highland. But, coming from halfway down the gorge, it sounded muffled and quite unlike Dapple’s usual loud, clear neigh. When Lem heard the nicker, however, he pulled his small horse to a stop at once and listened. Again he heard the sound.

  

  
    Chapter 10


    There was nothing unusual to the experienced Lem in hearing a horse nicker, but this time his curiosity was aroused because the nicker sounded muffled, as though the horse were deep in the gorge not far away. Lem knew that horses seldom traveled through it. Yet it was possible that a horse might look for a gentle slope in the bank, if he were thirsty, and go down for a drink at the small stream below.


    Lem rode toward the place in the gorge from which the sound seemed to come. He saw nothing until he came to the ditch where Dapple Gray had floundered. Looking down, he was astonished to see Dapple standing there on the hump. Lem recognized him instantly, for he had seen him many times when Charley was riding him out on the range.


    “Hello, Dapple!” Lem called down to him. “Daggone your hide! How did you ever get in a fix like that? I think I know. You must have been out with the other horses last night and gone much farther than usual. Then the rain caught you. You were tearing along here and likely you stumbled in the dark or a horse crowded you off. Anyhow, there you are! You’ll have to be got down. You can’t be got up. All right, Dapple! I’ll ride straight to Dan and Charley and tell them.”


    Lem galloped away. Dapple Gray, unable to understand his disappearance, was troubled. He had felt that Lem might help him.


    After Lem had vanished, Dapple Gray looked up and nickered time after time. When it seemed that no one was going to come, he walked about and got himself so worked up that the sweat began to darken his dapple coat. At last he stopped nickering and gave a low groan. He could not understand why Lem had gone away and left him.


    Lem rode rapidly toward Dan’s ranch. He knew Charley would be worried when he found that Dapple had not come in with the other horses, who had probably run home. He took all the short cuts possible on the way to Dan’s ranch. If a man riding a long way had plenty of time, he kept to the open ranch land. But if these cow hands, all of them fine riders, were in a hurry, they did not hesitate to ride down steep descents, go through tangles of brush in the ravines that crossed their path, or even swim their horses across a stream if the nearest short cut led in that direction. Lem was in a hurry now and ready to ride cross-country regardless of obstacles.


    He galloped swiftly on and was halfway to Dan’s ranch when he came to a ridge overlooking a low ravine, wide at the bottom and covered with tall grass and bushes and scattered trees. The bank of the ravine dropped sharply on this side. His horse started to turn away, but Lem spoke a word of encouragement and started down the slope among the low trees and the thick bunches of brush. Lem saw that the ascent on the other side of the ravine sloped more gradually. The horse picked his way down the first short, steep slope, reached the bottom, and started pushing rapidly through the tall grass, which in several places came up to Lem’s knees on the saddle.


    The horse had just stepped into a somewhat clearer space when suddenly there was the fearful buzzing sound of a rattler. The snake struck for Lem’s horse but missed, because the horse leaped sideways so quickly that Lem was almost thrown from the saddle.


    When Lem reached the open highland above, he patted his horse on the shoulder and said, “Good for you, boy. You jumped like lightning.”


    Soon Lem saw riders in the distance. It was plain that they had seen him, too, for they turned and galloped toward him. Lem was delighted when they rode up and he saw who they were—Dan, Charley, Web, and Bob. He lost no time in telling them where Dapple was. Charley’s eyes were wide as he listened.


    The men set forth at once and rode toward the place where Lem had seen Dapple Gray.


    


    Dapple, in the meantime, was walking restlessly about in his limited quarters, looking first up and then down the course of the gorge in the hope of seeing some of the men from the ranch appear on their horses. Looking down, he could see the small stream that flowed along the bottom of the gorge. It had risen during the rainstorm and had remained high for a little while afterwards, but now it was down again almost to its usual depth, which was scarcely up to a horse’s knees. There were barren sandy places bordering the stream here and there, and in other places bushes grew so close to the water that their leafy branches leaned out over it.


    Suddenly Dapple saw a movement in the bushes below him. He looked at them intently and caught a glimpse of a huge, dark beast. As the bushes stirred again, he got the smell of bear and the next moment he saw the great body of the Black Grizzly push out of the bushes to an open spot directly below. Dapple gave a loud snort. Instantly the grizzly looked up. All he saw was a lone riderless horse. Dapple Gray snorted again. This time it was a snort of anger and he stamped a big front hoof on the ground.


    All the grizzly’s savagery was aroused. The horse’s show of anger did not daunt him in the least. He knew his power and wanted only to get at this big horse that dared to threaten him. Splashing quickly across the shallow stream, he looked up at the hump where Dapple Gray stood. It rose too abruptly for even a grizzly to climb, but in his fury the Black Grizzly gave an upward plunge and caught his long claws in the earth. He managed to hold his position for a few minutes while Dapple danced about above, snorting loudly, stamping his foot, and laying his ears back like a fighting dog facing an enemy. As the grizzly clung to the steep slope, he stared up at Dapple with savage eyes. He made an effort to climb higher, but his great weight broke his hold and he slipped back to the level ground below.


    Just then the Black Grizzly apparently got a warning scent. He rushed down the gorge and disappeared into a wilderness of thickset trees and undergrowth. Dapple stood and watched. He saw the tall bushes sway violently as the grizzly hurried through them. But in a minute they sprang back to their former position, as motionless as they had been before.


    Dapple had just turned his head to look along the gorge when he heard the sound of human voices on the ground above him. Instantly he whirled about, looked straight up, and gave a loud, piercing nicker. The next minute he saw Charley standing above him.


    “Hello, Dapple!” Charley called encouragingly. “Here we are!”


    The other men came up beside Charley, holding the bridle reins of their horses. Dapple Gray began to step about quickly. Then he gave a little friendly whinny.


    “He’s talking to us,” said Dan. “‘Well, here I am,’ he says. ‘Whoever heard of such a mess! Help me out of it.’”


    Dan looked the situation over a minute, then said: “We can’t get him up here off that hump. We’ll get him down. We can do it with our ropes. I have two on my saddle and so has Web. You have one, Charley, and we’ll use that to let you down to him. You take our two ropes with you. Lem and Bob will stay here to pull you up, and Web and I will go around and get down to the bottom. You’ve trained Dapple to lie down when you tell him to. Make him lie down at the edge of the hump and tie one rope around his body behind his forelegs. Then take a half hitch of it around that small tree down there. Tie the other rope on his hind legs. By the time all that’s done, we ought to be down below in the ravine. Toss the rope on his hind feet down to us. We’ll pull him off the hump and get him started coming and you let him down easy with your half hitch around the tree. That way he likely won’t roll down, but I doubt if it would hurt him if he did. He had to roll down to get where he is.”


    Following Dan’s instructions, Charley placed the loop of his long rope under his arms. Web and Bob took hold of the rope and let Charley slowly down to the ridge where Dapple stood. As Charley’s descending figure drew near, Dapple came over to him, whinnying, and as soon as Charley’s feet touched the ground, Dapple put his nose on Charley’s head and against his chest.


    “Keep away, Dapple,” said Charley, laughing, “till I get the ropes fixed. I can’t visit with you now. We’ve got to get you down off here.”


    Dan and Web rode along the rim of the gorge until they found a slope they could descend on their horses. Soon they were down in the gorge and riding along it to a spot directly below Charley and Dapple’s station on the hump.


    Dan’s sharp eyes spied the huge tracks of the Black Grizzly on the sand at once. “Here are the tracks of that daggone grizzly,” he exclaimed. “They’re fresh, too.” He dismounted to look at the tracks more closely. “He stopped here and turned back. And he went away at a run. He must have got our scent.”


    Dan handed the reins of his horse to Web and, grasping his rifle, walked cautiously a short distance along the sandy margin of the small stream. He looked ahead along both edges of the stream but could see nothing except the green bushes and the tall trees casting their heavy shade over all the silent depths of the gorge.


    Dan came back. “We’re safe enough for our job,” he said. “That grizzly was running away fast. I’m certain he heard us or got our scent.”


    Dan gave suggestions from below and Charley carried them out. He gave Dapple the command to lie down, but in his strange situation Dapple was in no mood for what had always before seemed to him a sort of game. At first he really did not understand. However, after Charley insisted, Dapple Gray finally lay down. Then Charley tied the ropes on him according to Dan’s instructions and tossed the end of the back rope down to Dan. With the forward rope, Charley took a half hitch around the small tree.


    The bewildered Dapple lay uneasily at the edge of the hump. Charley grasped the rope around the tree and called out, “Go ahead, Dan. Pull him down!”


    As Dan and Web both tugged hard on the rope around Dapple Gray’s hind legs, he lunged quickly in an effort to get his forefeet on the ground, but their combined pull threw him off balance. Struggling vainly, he was dragged off the hump.


    Charley rapidly played out the rope half-hitched around the tree, and Dapple soon landed in the bushes at the bottom of the ravine. He threw out his forelegs and tried to get up. But at Dan’s command, “Down, Dapple, lie down,” Dapple gave a little groan and dropped to the ground. Dan quickly took the rope off his hind feet and gave the command, “Up, Dapple!” The obedient horse thrust out his forelegs and then got to all four feet. He shook himself vigorously and put his nose down near Dan and Web, uttering little friendly sounds. Then he looked up toward Charley and nickered.


    Charley was already being pulled up to the ground above by Lem and Bob. Although he clung to earth and bushes with his hands and knees as he went up, he could do little more than keep his balance.


    Down below, Dapple was surprised to see his master moving upward in such a strange manner. He nickered again and began to step around nervously. But he was glad to follow Dan and Web as they started to ride to the easy place of ascent.


    When they got there, Dapple plunged up to the top ahead of them and galloped on toward Charley, with Dan and Web not far behind. On reaching the place where Charley and the other two men waited, he put his nose close to Charley and made the whinnying sounds which were his only way of talking. Charley slapped him vigorously on the neck, took the big saddle from his other mount, and dropped it on Dapple’s back.


    Dan and Web had now arrived and sat on their horses near Lem and Bob, waiting. Charley had just tightened the saddle cinch when they all heard the faint but unmistakable sound of distant rifle shots. The sound came from the south, apparently in the vicinity where the long, winding gorge ended in the woods along the river. Dan said that since the tracks of the grizzly had shown he was heading down the gorge toward the river, the shots might mean he had been seen there by some of the range men.


    Dan and his party started galloping their horses over the highland in the direction of the river. When they reached the top of a long line of hills overlooking it, Dan gave the order to halt and they all pulled their horses to a stand. The winding river, flowing between its fringes of narrow woods, lay before them. The men looked searchingly down on the bottom land with its clumps of brush and sand dunes stretching far up and down the valley. There was no sign of men on the lowland, but directly below on a stretch of open grassland were a half-dozen horses. Near them a big bay mare, evidently in a great state of excitement, ran about in circles.


    When the horses saw the men on the hilltop, they lifted their heads and looked up, their ears cocked forward. The big bay mare stopped running about for a minute and gave a loud, piercing nicker.


    Dan said, “Let’s ride down and see what’s the matter with that old mare. She had a colt some time back, but I don’t see it anywhere down there.”


    The men started down the long steep hillside. Their experienced horses picked their way down the slope, avoiding the big boulders that thrust up through the earth here and there. Dapple Gray was the first to reach the lowland.


    Dan and the others headed their horses toward the snorting bay mare. As they rode nearer, she stopped and looked at them and they saw that she was trembling. She turned, looked toward the west, and snorted again. As she turned, the men exclaimed in surprise at the sight of a great cut on her right hip. It was a long, ugly wound and still bleeding.


    “Look at that!” Dan exclaimed. “Only the Black Grizzly’s big paw could do that. I’ll bet he killed her colt and got a swipe at her, too. Let’s look around.”


    The men separated and began to ride about among the scattered bushes, looking for the colt. Presently Dan called from beyond a clump of bushes, “Here it is, plumb dead!”


    The men rode up and looked at the dead colt. Dan dismounted and examined it. He said: “It was hit only once, but square on the head. Likely the old mare was close enough for the grizzly to strike one raking blow on her hip. Maybe one of our men saw the grizzly and shot at him. Now let’s look for tracks and see if we can find that turned-out foot around here.”


    The men walked about, leading their horses and looking at the ground. There were tracks where the grass had been pressed down, but for a while they found no clear footprints. Suddenly Charley, who had ridden farther off, called out: “Here are the tracks on this sand! They’re plain as day. Here’s the crooked-foot track!”


    The men hurried over. On a broad stretch of barren sand they saw the plain telltale tracks of the grizzly with the turned-out foot. He was heading west and the tracks showed he was running.


    Dan mounted his horse, put his field glasses to his eyes, and looked toward the west. Before long he said: “I see one of our fellers away off there. It’s Jim Williams on his pinto. Let’s stop him and catch up with him.”


    Dan took his rifle from its holster on the saddle and quickly fired twice. He looked through his field glasses again and said, “Jim heard all right. He’s stopped his horse and is looking this way.”


    The men galloped swiftly up the valley. Jim saw them coming and rode down the hill in their direction. When they met, Dan said: “Jim, we found that old bay mare’s colt killed by the grizzly and saw the cut on the mare’s side, too.”


    Jim said: “I saw him do it. I had just got to the top of the hill and looked out on the valley. There was a small bunch of horses running in all directions and I saw that big Black Grizzly knock down the colt and rush at the old mare. Before she got away he hit her once. I rode down out of sight behind the hill and quick as I could I rode hard for a cut in the hill where I could see out on the valley and get a good shot. But when I went through the cut, that daggone grizzly was a long way off and running for all he was worth. He must have scented me. I fired from my horse but I don’t reckon I even touched him. Then I rode on, seeing his tracks now and then, but nothing more.”

  

  
    Chapter 11


    One morning a few days later Charley was riding alone on Dapple Gray toward a long line of high foothills in the west. He was thinking about the Black Grizzly and wishing more than ever that he could manage to kill him. He was anxious to put an end to the grizzly’s raids upon the cattle and the colts, and he also could not help wishing he might be the one to earn the two-thousand-dollar reward. To him, as to all the other cowboys, it seemed a small fortune for they were, in general, paid only forty dollars a month.


    With this in mind Charley decided to ride to the long line of hills and take a look over the countryside from their heights. He rode on across the lowland for a mile and came to a wide space where, two weeks before, flood waters caused by a waterspout had overflowed the plain. All kinds of debris brought down by the flood still clung to the bushes that sprang up here and there.


    Seated on Dapple’s back, Charley could see everything before him on the level ground. There was no hiding place here for the Black Grizzly. Only a few trees stood here and there on the expanse and their lower branches, like the bushes, were full of gray masses of sticks and dead grass left by the flood waters. It was a forlorn and unlovely scene. Charley rode on, glad to leave it behind him.


    Halfway across the lowland he came to a spot where a tall thicket grew near a giant cottonwood tree. Dapple stopped, pricked up his ears, and snorted. There seemed to be something on the ground a little way ahead beside the thicket. Charley started Dapple up and rode on to the tall bushes. There on the grass lay the mangled carcass of a little colt that could have been no more than a week or two old. It had evidently been killed by some beast of prey two or three days ago. Charley looked in every direction but saw no sign of any cattle or horses. He dismounted and searched for tracks about the place. Because of the dense grass he could find none that were at all distinct.


    He was about to mount and ride on when, a short distance to one side, he saw a small patch of barren sand. Leading Dapple, he walked over to it and discovered a single imprint. Bending down to examine it, he saw that it was plainly the track of a big bear. He looked all around the place but could see no other definite tracks. He noted that the one clear imprint showed that the bear was headed toward the foothills.


    Charley swung up in the saddle and sat there looking at the distant land along the base of the hills. At one point he saw a ravine with which he was well acquainted. It was very steep but he knew it had sloping sides in a few places where a man could ride down into it and up again on the far bank.


    As Charley sat there, looking, a steady breeze stirred and murmured through the leaves of the tall cottonwood. A meadow lark a little distance away alighted on the tip of a tall leafy stem that swayed under its weight. The lark did not break into song; it looked silently at the man on his horse and then flew away.


    At a word from Charley, Dapple started forward across the lowland toward the ravine in the foothills. When at last they reached the mouth of the ravine, Charley let Dapple pick his way along the bottom where a little murmuring stream flowed along its shallow bed. As Dapple stopped at the stream and put his head down, Charley let the reins hang loose so that he could drink.


    When Dapple had finished drinking he walked on, but Charley suddenly checked him in order to look down at a bare spot on the ground. On it he saw what he knew at once to be the track of a bear. Glancing around him sharply, he made sure there was no place near at hand where the bear could conceal himself. Charley rode up alongside the footprints and looked down at them. Because of the grass and ferny growth beyond the bare patch, he could see no more tracks. However, since the visible footprints showed that the bear was headed up along the gorge where there was but little undergrowth for a fair distance, Charley rode on slowly.


    Not far ahead he saw on his left a high bank towering almost straight up some fifty or sixty feet. Here where Dapple was walking along, the vegetation was low and sparse, but some distance away there were many tall bushes and saplings springing up from a thick growth of underbrush. Charley held his rifle in his right hand, pulled Dapple to a stop, and looked ahead. He thought that he would have a chance to fire if the grizzly rushed out at him as he rode on toward the dense undergrowth farther on. If his shot did not stop the grizzly and the beast kept coming on, Dapple would whirl and Charley thought he could escape from the gorge at its mouth, where he had entered it. But as he thought about what might happen caution prevailed, and he did not ride any nearer the heavy growth ahead. He feared that if the grizzly rushed out suddenly from the mass of thickets as he and Dapple drew near the place, Dapple might whirl so suddenly that there would be no chance to fire. The grizzly’s short-range speed might then bring him near enough so that he could give Dapple at least one slashing blow on the hindquarters.


    As Charley sat holding his rifle and gazing along the gorge toward the tall undergrowth, he happened to look at the base of the high bank. There he saw a deep pocket or cavity with the ground bare of vegetation just in front of it. Curious about the place, Charley started Dapple forward.


    Dapple walked slowly up to the pocket, stopped, snorted, and backed away. Charley’s eyes opened wide as he looked down at the ground. On the bare soft earth in front of the pocket there were a number of bear tracks. Urging Dapple up nearer, Charley saw evidence that the bear had been moving away down the gorge. He saw three distinct tracks showing this, but then the footprints vanished in the growth a little farther on. Dapple pricked up his ears, looked toward the thicket, and blew sharply through his nostrils.


    A breeze stirred through the tops of the tall trees but in the depth of the gorge there was almost complete quiet. Suddenly the silence was broken by the loud cawing of a great crowd of crows down in the ravine. At first Charley wondered if the crows were indignant at the presence of the grizzly hidden in the thickets. Still, he thought that was not likely, because the archenemy of crows is the owl, not the bear. A moment later he saw a big gray owl fly up above the trees and settle down again on a limb near the trunk of one of them. The crows followed the owl, keeping up an uproarious cawing in order to drive it away from the gorge. Charley knew they had good reason for this, since they would be in danger roosting in the woods at night with the owl out hunting in the darkness.


    Charley felt certain the bear had gone on down the gorge and although he had not seen the peculiar imprint of the turned-out foot, he felt sure the track he had seen was that of the Black Grizzly. But, having decided that it would be too dangerous to follow him into the heavy undergrowth, he turned Dapple back and rode to the place where he had first seen the bear track. He thought: Some other bear might have made those tracks, but they were certainly made by an unusually big one. I really think they’re the tracks of the Black Grizzly. But I won’t take a chance trying to follow the trail in among the thick bushes.


    Charley rode on and out of the mouth of the ravine. Then he turned Dapple off to the left, rode up to a higher point along the foothills, and stopped. He put his field glasses to his eyes and looked for a while in the distance, hoping that he might see the Black Grizzly emerge from the ravine. Finally giving up that idea, he swept the glasses around to see if he might catch sight of some of the men, but all he saw was the wild countryside beyond him.


    Dapple had stood dutifully all this while with his head held high, gazing off in the distance. Now, at a word from Charley, Dapple started off, walking over the ground along the base of the foothills. When he reached a point where the solid rock in front of him took a sheer drop of about three feet, he stopped. Charley patted him on the shoulder but did not speak. Dapple understood. He leaped down, striking the grassy ground below on all four feet. He paused and took a long breath before starting up again.


    As Charley rode along he was about to pass a small clump of pine trees when Dapple stopped, looked toward the trees, and snorted. Charley’s suspicions were aroused. Instead of going on, he started to ride around the clump of trees. Suddenly he pulled Dapple to a stop. A short distance from the trees he saw near a small bush the carcass of a big wolfhound. Dapple snorted and Charley talked quietly to him to calm him down before he rode nearer and discovered two more big brindle wolfhounds lying dead on the other side of the bush. Charley remembered a circumstance that had been much discussed at the Dan Harper ranch recently.


    A hunter who had heard of the big reward offered for the Black Grizzly had come to a ranch farther to the east, bringing some wolfhounds with him. His plan was to hunt down the grizzly with the big hounds. He thought they would be able to hold the grizzly at bay until he came up with his rifle. But this was not how it turned out. The wolfhounds did start up the grizzly, but unfortunately at a time when they were ranging far ahead of the hunter, who caught only a glimpse of the big bear running beyond a high ridge. The hunter rode hard, but when he came in sight of what was happening, he was only in time to see one of his hounds sailing through the air, driven by one powerful swipe of the grizzly’s forepaw. Instead of finding the grizzly at bay when he reached the scene of battle, the hunter found all three of his hounds dead. The bear had disappeared in the nearby pine woods.


    Charley now looked up from the slain hounds toward the woods which covered a strip of ground all the way to the foothills and some distance up the slopes. Farther to the west an open stretch of ground led westward. Charley decided to ride on and follow along the base of the foothills.


    He had gone half a mile when he saw ahead of him some thinly scattered trees with little undergrowth except at one point where he could plainly see a large mass of green vines growing up among a few saplings and making a cover twelve or fifteen feet high. Tall bushes grew around this mass of green vines.


    The nearer Charley got to the canopy of vines, the more curious he became. Dapple began to blow through his nostrils, making sounds that Charley understood. He knew that Dapple scented something that aroused him. When he drew nearer the vines, Dapple stopped and snorted. Charley could see well enough through the openings among the vines to be certain that there was no big animal in the sheltered place. He rode around to the other side. Through an opening there he could see a clear space inside but it was vacant. He dismounted, walked to the opening, and looked more closely. The soft earth inside was almost bare but he saw a place in the center of the shelter where it was pressed down as if some big animal had been there. Studying the scattered leaves and the slightly flattened ground, he decided that the beast had not lain down there at all but had only paused briefly, sitting up on its haunches.


    Charley thought: This may be a spot where the Black Grizzly stops now and then when he wants to keep out of sight.


    Dapple stood back a little way, looking sharply at the place. He snorted again and again, but showed no extreme excitement. When Charley walked away in search of footprints, Dapple followed him. Charley did not believe that Dapple got a strong scent here. He acted more as if he caught only a faint smell of the grizzly. That would mean that the grizzly had probably left the hiding place hours before.


    Charley mounted and rode Dapple slowly along, searching the ground as he rode. Here and there he saw blades of grass that had been bent down, but he found no spot where the earth was sufficiently bare and soft to disclose a perfect footprint. But after he had covered quite a distance, Charley found what he had been hoping for—a patch of white sand several yards long. The tracks here were so plain that he could make them out from the saddle. As he saw the imprints of all four feet, he uttered a low exclamation. The telltale crooked footprint was there! He pulled Dapple to a stop and looked searchingly at all the land ahead. The tracks clearly showed that the grizzly had gone along the foothills.


    Charley rode on, looking for more of the grizzly’s footprints in the hope that he could discover the exact direction in which the beast was headed. Although the sun was shining, a heavy rain shower began to pour down from a small cloud directly overhead. Charley felt the rain through his shirt, but he paid no attention to it, because he and the other range riders were used to these quick showers. After a short while the rain ceased and the warm sun dried Charley’s clothing. He had not minded getting wet, but he greatly regretted the fact that now all the grizzly’s tracks would be blotted out by the rain, even those on the open ground. Since he had no tracks to guide him, Charley looked sharply at every clump of bushes and pile of boulders ahead as he rode Dapple along at a walk.

  

  
    Chapter 12


    It was well along in the afternoon now and Charley still rode alone along the base of the foothills on Dapple Gray.


    Dapple held his head high. The alert look in his eyes and the way he flicked his ears back and forth showed that he sensed the possibility of danger ahead. Charley was watchful, too, because the great piles of huge boulders looming ahead here and there were natural hiding places for creatures of the wild. The bushes growing near the rock piles gave added cover.


    One of these bushes rose just ahead of Dapple, but fortunately he had learned never to pass too near a single bush on the open ground because of rattlesnakes. He stepped aside about six feet and just as he was passing the bush, a big rattlesnake coiled under it gave a warning buzz from the end of its tail. Dapple flinched and jumped aside. Charley was startled for a moment, but both man and horse were used to such hazards of the wild country and were quite undisturbed when they had got past the bush. As Dapple walked on, he came to a stretch covered with fine shale rock. The grating sound of shifting rock fragments could be heard as his big hoofs dislodged them.


    Charley had forgotten the rattlesnake now; his mind was on bigger game. As he rode along, he looked ahead constantly for signs of the Black Grizzly, for he knew he was now in a region where the grizzly might easily hide and lie in wait for his approach. Charley was full of confidence because he was on his guard and felt it unlikely that he would be taken unawares.


    As he neared the base of the foothill rising ahead, Charley looked intently at the great masses of gray rocks that lay like silent monsters in the still afternoon. He heard no sound except the low, steady thumping of Dapple Gray’s hoofs on the ground. Riding on, he came to another patch of loose flat stones and he guided Dapple around them to avoid the louder sounds his hoofs would make if he walked across them. At a point beyond the loose shale Charley pulled gently on the bridle rein and spoke softly. Dapple Gray stopped and stood looking ahead with his ears moving back and forth, his eyes wide and alert. Charley bent over and gave him a pat on the neck.


    Dapple gave no outward sign that he knew Charley had patted his neck, but he was keenly aware of it. Charley meant more to him than anyone else. He liked this show of kindness as he always did, although he kept looking at the country beyond as if he had nothing on his mind except what might lie in front of him.


    Charley gazed at all the ground ahead as far as he could see. He knew that in the afternoon big mountain rattlesnakes often lay in such places after they had struck some small game and coiled themselves up to sleep. Sometimes Dapple Gray would be the first to discover one of these snakes and sometimes Charley. This was only one of the ways in which Charley and his fine horse worked together as a team.


    At a low word from Charley, Dapple Gray started forward. A little way ahead Charley saw on his right a deep gorge that reached far out into the lowland. He did not intend to enter the gorge in search of the grizzly, for he and the other men had learned that when the great beast was on the prowl he usually avoided the gorges and sought for vantage points a little way up from the base of the foothills where he could look down at the approach of a horse or a man. In this, as in other acts, the Black Grizzly had shown himself to be more cunning and therefore more dangerous than the usual bear.


    Charley had never forgotten what had happened to Bob Martin the day some years ago when the grizzly went after his horse. He was always careful to keep well away from such danger spots as the huge piles of boulders. He knew, of course, that Dapple Gray did not in the least resemble the small horse Bob Martin had ridden that day. Besides being tall and rangy, Dapple was alert and quick on his feet. He could kick and fight if he had to. Charley knew that if the grizzly rushed suddenly out from behind one of the big piles it would take all his skill to stay in the saddle. But in a region of skilled riders he was one of the best. He was ready to take his chances and able, if danger came, to seize any advantage that offered.


    He sat in the saddle, holding the rifle in his right hand as he looked intently ahead. Now and then he glanced up the slope on his left, where between the thick stands of pine trees there were patches of open ground here and there on which even a small animal would be visible.


    He pulled gently on the reins and Dapple Gray stopped. Charley looked down along the level ground to his right. He wondered if any of the men were in sight and he also thought it possible that he might see the grizzly moving in the distance on the lowland. But he saw nothing there. Neither was there any sign of life just ahead among the trees and the jumbled masses of granite rocks. Charley patted Dapple Gray on the shoulder and said softly, “Do you see anything, boy?”


    Dapple’s gaze was so alert that it almost seemed as if he understood. With no urging from Charley he started on. He picked his way down a small cut and splashed across a little stream of water. After walking up the other bank to the open land above, he stopped again of his own accord for a minute; then he walked on with his hoofbeats ringing out on an almost level stretch of ground. Charley saw a few low clumps of thickly matted brush ahead, but they were so low that he could look over their tops from his seat in the saddle.


    A dozen rods farther on a mountain stream flowed down a cut and on across the level land toward the east. On the near side there rose a particularly large pile of granite boulders. The sloping ground five feet above the stream’s precipitous bank was covered with fine, loose shale rock, from which there grew no vegetation at all.


    Charley was aware that the breeze was blowing away from him and Dapple toward the mass of rocks. If the grizzly were hiding behind the rocks waiting for a chance to rush out at a rider, not only the lay of the land but the wind, too, would be in his favor. Charley remembered how the Black Grizzly had made use of just such conditions before and what happened to Bob Martin’s horse.


    Charley knew that a grizzly bear has a surprising speed at the take-off, but he was sure that that speed was no match for Dapple Gray’s. If the grizzly rushed, it would be only the first second that counted, for Dapple Gray would leap away like lightning. Charley believed that he was keeping well enough away from the high mass of rocks so that even if the grizzly rushed, he would not be able to cover the ground quickly enough to rake Dapple with his deadly claws as he had gashed Bob Martin’s horse. But every nerve and muscle in Charley’s body was on the alert as Dapple Gray stepped forward on his long, trim legs.


    Charley thought: Supposing that grizzly is laying for us behind those rocks. I’m sure Dapple would leap clear of his claws. Then when the beast sees he can’t catch the horse, he’ll stop. I’ll pull Dapple to a halt, fire on the instant, and fill that grizzly with lead!


    Charley turned Dapple a little more toward the trees and bushes on the right and away from the mass of giant boulders at the foot of the hill. He felt the light breeze blowing from behind and he did not like it. He knew that if the grizzly were somewhere ahead, he could get their scent but Dapple could not get his.


    Charley kept shifting his gaze from the pile of rocks on one side to the trees and dense bushes on the other. He would have to pass between the rocks and the vegetation. A little way ahead lay a small pool of water, formed by a spring gushing out from the base of the hill a short distance below the mass of boulders.


    Dapple Gray walked on to a spot a little below the spring, and then it happened! Without the least warning, the Black Grizzly rushed out from behind the rocks. So swift was his rush that Dapple had but one choice. He whirled and dashed violently in among the trees and brush.


    As Dapple bolted into the thicket, Charley ducked swiftly in an attempt to avoid a bough level with his head. He got his head under it but the limb struck his shoulder hard and knocked him from the saddle. Scarcely feeling the blow, he fell into a dense tangle of brush. He had been grasping his rifle firmly, but the shock of his collision with the limb tore it from his hand and flung it out of his sight among the brush. Like lightning there flashed through his mind the recollection of what had saved Bob Martin’s life.


    The nearest tree was not a large one, but Charley leaped up, grabbed a limb, and went up the tree like a cat. He saw the grizzly rushing through the brush after Dapple. But the instant Charley started up the tree, the grizzly saw his movement. In a great rage because the horse was escaping from him, the huge beast whirled as he saw Charley going up the tree and rushed for him. With a roar, he rose up on his hind legs to his full height and swung savagely for Charley with his great extended forepaw. The tip of a claw grazed the heel of Charley’s boot, but could not reach him. The grizzly struck three times. The last time he broke off the branch on which one of Charley’s feet rested. Charley jerked his foot up to a limb out of the grizzly’s reach. He was in much the same position as a squirrel that has been started up by dogs in a woods and rushes up the nearest small tree. Although the dogs can leap up and almost get the squirrel with their fangs, it is just out of reach.


    Everything had happened with amazing swiftness. Ideas flashed through Charley’s mind with dizzying speed. As he felt the tree quiver under the grizzly’s mighty blows and thought that it might crash down at any moment, he planned to dash on all fours into the surrounding brush if that happened and try to hide from the grizzly the way a cottontail rabbit hides from a dog. But he knew his chances of escape would be small if the tree went down, and a great surge of fear swept over him like nothing he had ever felt before. The tree shook again as the grizzly struck it in a renewed effort to get at Charley.


    But in his furious desire to maul the man so nearly in his reach, the Black Grizzly had forgotten about the horse he had looked upon as merely another frightened creature like all the others he had encountered. Unusual as he was among his kind, the Black Grizzly was now to find an equally astonishing and deadly foe among those he had held in contempt, for now an amazing fighting horse was on the scene.


    While the grizzly stood on his hind legs, vainly trying to reach Charley with his slashing claws, Dapple Gray ran up behind him, whirled, and slammed both hind hoofs so hard against the grizzly’s back that he jarred every bone in his spine. Infuriated, the grizzly dropped to all fours and rushed after Dapple Gray with a savage growl. But the instant after Dapple kicked, he had leaped away. So swift, however, was the grizzly’s rush that as he swung a forepaw at Dapple, the tips of his claws just grazed the flesh of the horse’s hindquarter.


    Charley’s mind was in a ferment. He thought: Where are Dan and the other men? What an opportunity here for just one rider with a rifle! How easy it would be in this battle between Dapple and the Black Grizzly for a man to ride up unseen in back of the trees and fill the grizzly full of rifle slugs before he knew what was happening!


    Charley’s heart was pounding in his fear and excitement and his breath was coming fast, but he tried to figure out how best he could escape the grizzly. He was also full of concern for his fighting horse. He gave a swift, searching look for his rifle, but did not see it. Then he wondered if he had any chance of getting up a bigger tree while the grizzly rushed away after Dapple. As the grizzly dropped to all fours and went for Dapple, Charley stepped down to a slightly lower limb. He hoped he might have a chance to get down, run to a bigger tree, and scramble up it before the grizzly returned, as Charley was certain he would. But the next instant he saw he would have no chance to get down.


    The grizzly soon saw that he could not catch Dapple Gray, and he whirled back after his victim in the tree. He rushed back to the tree with a roar of fury, reared up on his hind legs, and struck the tree trunk hard, trying to knock Charley down. The young tree quivered. Charley was terrified, because he could get no higher up in the tree and the deadly claws of the grizzly almost reached him.


    But once more the Black Grizzly found he had a fighting horse at his back. Dapple Gray had whirled and now was charging the grizzly again from the rear. The grizzly, standing on his hind legs and trying to strike Charley, was himself struck in the back by the hoofs of the thirteen-hundred-pound horse. Dapple kicked him savagely and leaped away. With a terrible roar the grizzly dropped down and rushed for Dapple, who dodged around a tree just as the grizzly struck at him. This time a deadly claw drew blood as it gashed Dapple’s hip.


    Just as he had before, Dapple Gray leaped away again so swiftly that the grizzly gave up and ran back to the tree before Charley had any chance to get down and make a dash for a stronger tree. The grizzly reared up on his hind legs and renewed his attempts to bring Charley down by striking great blows on the tree. Charley clung desperately to his perch, looking down at the raging beast and wondering each second if his savage assault would crash the tree down.


    Dapple Gray lost no time in returning to his attack upon the grizzly’s rear. He lashed out with his hind legs harder than ever and struck the grizzly so violently that he made the great beast grunt. Dapple leaped away instantly after kicking, but the grizzly was astonishingly quick. He dropped to all fours, rushed for Dapple, and struck at him. Dapple escaped most of the furious blows, but he received another cut on the hip. This time the grizzly did not stop in his rush for Dapple Gray. Filled with an overwhelming rage, he pursued Dapple wildly. His fury drove him on even faster than before; he actually seemed to be gaining on the horse.


    Charley saw his chance. He had been looking desperately for his rifle and now at last he saw the end of the barrel protruding from a leafy bush. As he started to jump down from the tree, he saw the grizzly almost upon Dapple Gray, who had just reached the sloping stretch of loose shale on the edge of the stream’s steep bank.


    Dapple Gray, seeing the grizzly so near and no other way of escape open to him, gathered himself together and leaped over the brink of the steep bank. At the same instant the grizzly swung at the escaping horse so violently that he lost his balance and fell over the bank, landing helplessly on his side in the shallow stream.


    When Charley saw them disappear over the steep bank, he leaped down on the ground, seized his rifle, and ran to the edge of the bank. He beheld an amazing sight. Dapple Gray had alighted on all four feet. Seeing the grizzly prostrate beside him in the shallow water, almost under his hoofs, he raised a pile-driving front hoof and struck the grizzly on the head again and again, squealing in rage and triumph. Twice the struggling grizzly tried to rear up his head, but the terrific blows from Dapple’s hoof knocked it back under water.


    As Charley watched Dapple Gray still pounding the grizzly’s submerged head, he was so astonished that it did not even occur to him to raise his rifle and fire. He stood clutching it, his breath coming fast in his excitement. But there was no need for him to fire. After Dapple Gray had struck the grizzly’s head over and over again, he stopped. Breathing hard and trembling all over, he stood looking with wild eyes at the huge, dark form lying motionless in the water.


    Then as he looked up and saw Charley standing on the bank, Dapple Gray gave a low sound like a groan. He stepped back a little from the dead grizzly and looked steadily at Charley. Charley, holding his rifle in one hand, let himself down the bank with the other, and dropped with a splash into the water. He walked over to Dapple Gray, patted him on the neck, and stared at the huge bulk of the grizzly.


    Dapple Gray gave a low whinny. Charley turned and saw that the horse was looking toward the east. There was no steep bank on the east side of the stream, only a gradual slope up to the plain. A man on horseback could be seen on a rise of ground not far away. Charley ran up the sloping bank and fired his rifle twice. The rider pulled his horse to a stop and Charley waved his arm. Two other riders appeared behind the first and all three came on at a gallop toward Charley.


    They were Dan Harper, Web Wright, and Bob Martin. When they arrived they were astonished to see the flank of the huge grizzly protruding above the water. As they dismounted, their horses looked at the grizzly’s carcass and snorted. Once the scent of the grizzly would have warned them of the presence of a deadly enemy, but now they seemed to know the danger was past, for they stood calmly at rest.


    Charley told the men everything: how the grizzly had rushed out from behind the mass of boulders and only the astonishing speed of Dapple Gray had evaded that first rush; how Dapple Gray had kicked the grizzly while the great creature, rearing up on his hind legs, struck powerful blows on the tree in his attempt to knock Charley out of its branches.


    Charley went on to say: “When I saw Dapple and the grizzly go over that bank, I jumped down from the tree. I did not see Dapple hit the water. I saw him leap and I know he must have landed on all four feet. I saw the grizzly lose his balance and roll over on his side as he went down, so Dapple had only to pound him on the head.”


    Dan said: “That’s what happened. Dapple lit on all four feet and the grizzly struck the shallow water on his side. And Dapple, seeing him right handy, struck him hard on the head over and over with his front hoofs until he knocked him out. With his head under water the grizzly soon quit breathing.


    “Dapple is a great horse. Only one horse in a thousand will fight a grizzly. Dapple is that kind. I see he’s got a few cuts. Let’s have a look at them.”


    Dapple Gray had walked over close to Charley and was standing there, breathing heavily. Dan, who had cared for many wounded horses, looked at him with a critical eye. Presently he said: “He’s got one cut that I’ll sew up, Charley. Then it won’t make too big a scar. The others will be all right. Dapple will have a few scars there, but the hair will be white and you’ll hardly see them except where the white scar runs through one of his dark dapples. His scars will be like a medal of honor on him. And your reward, Charley, will be the two thousand dollars. Dapple Gray has earned it for you, but you deserve it. You broke him gentlelike and trained him so he’d do anything for you.”


    While Dan was speaking, a big bald eagle alighted in the top of the tall pine near the base of the foothill and looked down on the men and their horses. A blue jay fluttered down at the edge of the stream a short distance away, dipped its bill in the water a few times, and stopped each time to look at them. Then it flew away.


    The men stood for a while looking at the huge bulk of the Black Grizzly. The upper side of the grizzly still protruded above the water, but the stream was crystal clear again and the entire body could be seen under the water flowing quietly over and around it.


    Charley could think of nothing but Dapple Gray. He rubbed him and patted him and talked softly to him. The men began to scratch Dapple’s neck, too, and talk to him, trying to tell him how they felt toward him because he had fought to save Charley’s life at the risk of his own.


    No more attention was paid to the grizzly. The dangerous, cattle-killing beast was done for at last. That was enough.


    The men had forgotten the time while they talked. Now they saw that the sun had gone down behind the dark mountains. Dan, Web, and Bob turned to their horses and mounted. Charley swung up on Dapple Gray. They rode the horses at a walk at first, with the idea of favoring Dapple Gray. But he moved out ahead in his usual long, swinging strides and the three smaller horses broke into a jog trot now and then in order to keep up. Charley held the reins loosely so that Dapple Gray could move as he desired. After a while he began to trot, then broke into a steady, easy gallop. The other horses galloped up alongside. The night fell quickly and, with Dapple keeping a little ahead, they all galloped on toward the east across the broad plain under the starry sky.
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    Dapple Gray was written by Thomas C. Hinkle (1876–1949) and first published in 1950 by William Morrow & Company. The title was reprinted by Grosset & Dunlap for their Famous Horse Stories.


    


    
      
        Description


        Dapple Gray is a wild horse tamed by Charley Pratt in the ranching days of the old west. Charley treats his horse as a friend and companion and this pays off when Charley encounters the notorious cattle-killing bear, Black Grizzly.

      

    

    


    
      
        Source and Details


        The story text is from the William Morrow & Company first edition hardcover of 192 pages. No changes have been made to the text other than the correction of a single typo.

      


      The bibliography of the author’s works is added content. It is presented in order of publication with the caveat that some titles were copyrighted and presumably published on the same date. The publication dates are listed via HTML comments.

    

    


    
      
        Colophon


        The text of this book is in the public domain in countries where copyright is “Life plus 70 years” or less. The cover photograph is by Lisa Lyne Blevins, obtained from Unsplash.com, and used in accordance with their license.  
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