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Chapter I.
Into the Pr�m�t�ve

“Old long�ngs nomad�c leap,
Chaf�ng at custom’s cha�n;
Aga�n from �ts brumal sleep
Wakens the fer�ne stra�n.”

Buck d�d not read the newspapers, or he would have known that
trouble was brew�ng, not alone for h�mself, but for every t�de-water
dog, strong of muscle and w�th warm, long ha�r, from Puget Sound to
San D�ego. Because men, grop�ng �n the Arct�c darkness, had found
a yellow metal, and because steamsh�p and transportat�on
compan�es were boom�ng the f�nd, thousands of men were rush�ng
�nto the Northland. These men wanted dogs, and the dogs they
wanted were heavy dogs, w�th strong muscles by wh�ch to to�l, and
furry coats to protect them from the frost.

Buck l�ved at a b�g house �n the sun-k�ssed Santa Clara Valley.
Judge M�ller’s place, �t was called. It stood back from the road, half
h�dden among the trees, through wh�ch gl�mpses could be caught of
the w�de cool veranda that ran around �ts four s�des. The house was
approached by gravelled dr�veways wh�ch wound about through
w�de-spread�ng lawns and under the �nterlac�ng boughs of tall
poplars. At the rear th�ngs were on even a more spac�ous scale than
at the front. There were great stables, where a dozen grooms and
boys held forth, rows of v�ne-clad servants’ cottages, an endless and
orderly array of outhouses, long grape arbors, green pastures,
orchards, and berry patches. Then there was the pump�ng plant for
the artes�an well, and the b�g cement tank where Judge M�ller’s boys
took the�r morn�ng plunge and kept cool �n the hot afternoon.

And over th�s great demesne Buck ruled. Here he was born, and
here he had l�ved the four years of h�s l�fe. It was true, there were



other dogs, There could not but be other dogs on so vast a place,
but they d�d not count. They came and went, res�ded �n the populous
kennels, or l�ved obscurely �n the recesses of the house after the
fash�on of Toots, the Japanese pug, or Ysabel, the Mex�can ha�rless,
—strange creatures that rarely put nose out of doors or set foot to
ground. On the other hand, there were the fox terr�ers, a score of
them at least, who yelped fearful prom�ses at Toots and Ysabel
look�ng out of the w�ndows at them and protected by a leg�on of
housema�ds armed w�th brooms and mops.

But Buck was ne�ther house-dog nor kennel-dog. The whole realm
was h�s. He plunged �nto the sw�mm�ng tank or went hunt�ng w�th the
Judge’s sons; he escorted Moll�e and Al�ce, the Judge’s daughters,
on long tw�l�ght or early morn�ng rambles; on w�ntry n�ghts he lay at
the Judge’s feet before the roar�ng l�brary f�re; he carr�ed the Judge’s
grandsons on h�s back, or rolled them �n the grass, and guarded the�r
footsteps through w�ld adventures down to the founta�n �n the stable
yard, and even beyond, where the paddocks were, and the berry
patches. Among the terr�ers he stalked �mper�ously, and Toots and
Ysabel he utterly �gnored, for he was k�ng,—k�ng over all creep�ng,
crawl�ng, fly�ng th�ngs of Judge M�ller’s place, humans �ncluded.

H�s father, Elmo, a huge St. Bernard, had been the Judge’s
�nseparable compan�on, and Buck b�d fa�r to follow �n the way of h�s
father. He was not so large,—he we�ghed only one hundred and forty
pounds,—for h�s mother, Shep, had been a Scotch shepherd dog.
Nevertheless, one hundred and forty pounds, to wh�ch was added
the d�gn�ty that comes of good l�v�ng and un�versal respect, enabled
h�m to carry h�mself �n r�ght royal fash�on. Dur�ng the four years s�nce
h�s puppyhood he had l�ved the l�fe of a sated ar�stocrat; he had a
f�ne pr�de �n h�mself, was even a tr�fle egot�st�cal, as country
gentlemen somet�mes become because of the�r �nsular s�tuat�on. But
he had saved h�mself by not becom�ng a mere pampered house-dog.
Hunt�ng and k�ndred outdoor del�ghts had kept down the fat and
hardened h�s muscles; and to h�m, as to the cold-tubb�ng races, the
love of water had been a ton�c and a health preserver.

And th�s was the manner of dog Buck was �n the fall of 1897, when
the Klond�ke str�ke dragged men from all the world �nto the frozen



North. But Buck d�d not read the newspapers, and he d�d not know
that Manuel, one of the gardener’s helpers, was an undes�rable
acqua�ntance. Manuel had one besett�ng s�n. He loved to play
Ch�nese lottery. Also, �n h�s gambl�ng, he had one besett�ng
weakness—fa�th �n a system; and th�s made h�s damnat�on certa�n.
For to play a system requ�res money, wh�le the wages of a
gardener’s helper do not lap over the needs of a w�fe and numerous
progeny.

The Judge was at a meet�ng of the Ra�s�n Growers’ Assoc�at�on,
and the boys were busy organ�z�ng an athlet�c club, on the
memorable n�ght of Manuel’s treachery. No one saw h�m and Buck
go off through the orchard on what Buck �mag�ned was merely a
stroll. And w�th the except�on of a sol�tary man, no one saw them
arr�ve at the l�ttle flag stat�on known as College Park. Th�s man
talked w�th Manuel, and money ch�nked between them.

“You m�ght wrap up the goods before you del�ver ’m,” the stranger
sa�d gruffly, and Manuel doubled a p�ece of stout rope around Buck’s
neck under the collar.

“Tw�st �t, an’ you’ll choke ’m plentee,” sa�d Manuel, and the
stranger grunted a ready aff�rmat�ve.

Buck had accepted the rope w�th qu�et d�gn�ty. To be sure, �t was
an unwonted performance: but he had learned to trust �n men he
knew, and to g�ve them cred�t for a w�sdom that outreached h�s own.
But when the ends of the rope were placed �n the stranger’s hands,
he growled menac�ngly. He had merely �nt�mated h�s d�spleasure, �n
h�s pr�de bel�ev�ng that to �nt�mate was to command. But to h�s
surpr�se the rope t�ghtened around h�s neck, shutt�ng off h�s breath.
In qu�ck rage he sprang at the man, who met h�m halfway, grappled
h�m close by the throat, and w�th a deft tw�st threw h�m over on h�s
back. Then the rope t�ghtened merc�lessly, wh�le Buck struggled �n a
fury, h�s tongue loll�ng out of h�s mouth and h�s great chest pant�ng
fut�lely. Never �n all h�s l�fe had he been so v�lely treated, and never
�n all h�s l�fe had he been so angry. But h�s strength ebbed, h�s eyes
glazed, and he knew noth�ng when the tra�n was flagged and the two
men threw h�m �nto the baggage car.



The next he knew, he was d�mly aware that h�s tongue was hurt�ng
and that he was be�ng jolted along �n some k�nd of a conveyance.
The hoarse shr�ek of a locomot�ve wh�stl�ng a cross�ng told h�m
where he was. He had travelled too often w�th the Judge not to know
the sensat�on of r�d�ng �n a baggage car. He opened h�s eyes, and
�nto them came the unbr�dled anger of a k�dnapped k�ng. The man
sprang for h�s throat, but Buck was too qu�ck for h�m. H�s jaws closed
on the hand, nor d�d they relax t�ll h�s senses were choked out of h�m
once more.

“Yep, has f�ts,” the man sa�d, h�d�ng h�s mangled hand from the
baggageman, who had been attracted by the sounds of struggle. “I’m
tak�n’ ’m up for the boss to ’Fr�sco. A crack dog-doctor there th�nks
that he can cure ’m.”

Concern�ng that n�ght’s r�de, the man spoke most eloquently for
h�mself, �n a l�ttle shed back of a saloon on the San Franc�sco water
front.

“All I get �s f�fty for �t,” he grumbled; “an’ I wouldn’t do �t over for a
thousand, cold cash.”

H�s hand was wrapped �n a bloody handkerch�ef, and the r�ght
trouser leg was r�pped from knee to ankle.

“How much d�d the other mug get?” the saloon-keeper demanded.
“A hundred,” was the reply. “Wouldn’t take a sou less, so help me.”
“That makes a hundred and f�fty,” the saloon-keeper calculated;

“and he’s worth �t, or I’m a squarehead.”
The k�dnapper und�d the bloody wrapp�ngs and looked at h�s

lacerated hand. “If I don’t get the hydrophoby—”
“It’ll be because you was born to hang,” laughed the saloon-

keeper. “Here, lend me a hand before you pull your fre�ght,” he
added.

Dazed, suffer�ng �ntolerable pa�n from throat and tongue, w�th the
l�fe half throttled out of h�m, Buck attempted to face h�s tormentors.
But he was thrown down and choked repeatedly, t�ll they succeeded
�n f�l�ng the heavy brass collar from off h�s neck. Then the rope was
removed, and he was flung �nto a cagel�ke crate.



There he lay for the rema�nder of the weary n�ght, nurs�ng h�s
wrath and wounded pr�de. He could not understand what �t all meant.
What d�d they want w�th h�m, these strange men? Why were they
keep�ng h�m pent up �n th�s narrow crate? He d�d not know why, but
he felt oppressed by the vague sense of �mpend�ng calam�ty. Several
t�mes dur�ng the n�ght he sprang to h�s feet when the shed door
rattled open, expect�ng to see the Judge, or the boys at least. But
each t�me �t was the bulg�ng face of the saloon-keeper that peered �n
at h�m by the s�ckly l�ght of a tallow candle. And each t�me the joyful
bark that trembled �n Buck’s throat was tw�sted �nto a savage growl.

But the saloon-keeper let h�m alone, and �n the morn�ng four men
entered and p�cked up the crate. More tormentors, Buck dec�ded, for
they were ev�l-look�ng creatures, ragged and unkempt; and he
stormed and raged at them through the bars. They only laughed and
poked st�cks at h�m, wh�ch he promptly assa�led w�th h�s teeth t�ll he
real�zed that that was what they wanted. Whereupon he lay down
sullenly and allowed the crate to be l�fted �nto a wagon. Then he, and
the crate �n wh�ch he was �mpr�soned, began a passage through
many hands. Clerks �n the express off�ce took charge of h�m; he was
carted about �n another wagon; a truck carr�ed h�m, w�th an
assortment of boxes and parcels, upon a ferry steamer; he was
trucked off the steamer �nto a great ra�lway depot, and f�nally he was
depos�ted �n an express car.

For two days and n�ghts th�s express car was dragged along at the
ta�l of shr�ek�ng locomot�ves; and for two days and n�ghts Buck
ne�ther ate nor drank. In h�s anger he had met the f�rst advances of
the express messengers w�th growls, and they had retal�ated by
teas�ng h�m. When he flung h�mself aga�nst the bars, qu�ver�ng and
froth�ng, they laughed at h�m and taunted h�m. They growled and
barked l�ke detestable dogs, mewed, and flapped the�r arms and
crowed. It was all very s�lly, he knew; but therefore the more outrage
to h�s d�gn�ty, and h�s anger waxed and waxed. He d�d not m�nd the
hunger so much, but the lack of water caused h�m severe suffer�ng
and fanned h�s wrath to fever-p�tch. For that matter, h�gh-strung and
f�nely sens�t�ve, the �ll treatment had flung h�m �nto a fever, wh�ch was
fed by the �nflammat�on of h�s parched and swollen throat and
tongue.



He was glad for one th�ng: the rope was off h�s neck. That had
g�ven them an unfa�r advantage; but now that �t was off, he would
show them. They would never get another rope around h�s neck.
Upon that he was resolved. For two days and n�ghts he ne�ther ate
nor drank, and dur�ng those two days and n�ghts of torment, he
accumulated a fund of wrath that boded �ll for whoever f�rst fell foul of
h�m. H�s eyes turned blood-shot, and he was metamorphosed �nto a
rag�ng f�end. So changed was he that the Judge h�mself would not
have recogn�zed h�m; and the express messengers breathed w�th
rel�ef when they bundled h�m off the tra�n at Seattle.

Four men g�ngerly carr�ed the crate from the wagon �nto a small,
h�gh-walled back yard. A stout man, w�th a red sweater that sagged
generously at the neck, came out and s�gned the book for the dr�ver.
That was the man, Buck d�v�ned, the next tormentor, and he hurled
h�mself savagely aga�nst the bars. The man sm�led gr�mly, and
brought a hatchet and a club.

“You a�n’t go�ng to take h�m out now?” the dr�ver asked.
“Sure,” the man repl�ed, dr�v�ng the hatchet �nto the crate for a pry.
There was an �nstantaneous scatter�ng of the four men who had

carr�ed �t �n, and from safe perches on top the wall they prepared to
watch the performance.

Buck rushed at the spl�nter�ng wood, s�nk�ng h�s teeth �nto �t,
surg�ng and wrestl�ng w�th �t. Wherever the hatchet fell on the
outs�de, he was there on the �ns�de, snarl�ng and growl�ng, as
fur�ously anx�ous to get out as the man �n the red sweater was calmly
�ntent on gett�ng h�m out.

“Now, you red-eyed dev�l,” he sa�d, when he had made an open�ng
suff�c�ent for the passage of Buck’s body. At the same t�me he
dropped the hatchet and sh�fted the club to h�s r�ght hand.

And Buck was truly a red-eyed dev�l, as he drew h�mself together
for the spr�ng, ha�r br�stl�ng, mouth foam�ng, a mad gl�tter �n h�s
blood-shot eyes. Stra�ght at the man he launched h�s one hundred
and forty pounds of fury, surcharged w�th the pent pass�on of two
days and n�ghts. In m�d a�r, just as h�s jaws were about to close on
the man, he rece�ved a shock that checked h�s body and brought h�s
teeth together w�th an agon�z�ng cl�p. He wh�rled over, fetch�ng the



ground on h�s back and s�de. He had never been struck by a club �n
h�s l�fe, and d�d not understand. W�th a snarl that was part bark and
more scream he was aga�n on h�s feet and launched �nto the a�r. And
aga�n the shock came and he was brought crush�ngly to the ground.
Th�s t�me he was aware that �t was the club, but h�s madness knew
no caut�on. A dozen t�mes he charged, and as often the club broke
the charge and smashed h�m down.

After a part�cularly f�erce blow, he crawled to h�s feet, too dazed to
rush. He staggered l�mply about, the blood flow�ng from nose and
mouth and ears, h�s beaut�ful coat sprayed and flecked w�th bloody
slaver. Then the man advanced and del�berately dealt h�m a fr�ghtful
blow on the nose. All the pa�n he had endured was as noth�ng
compared w�th the exqu�s�te agony of th�s. W�th a roar that was
almost l�onl�ke �n �ts feroc�ty, he aga�n hurled h�mself at the man. But
the man, sh�ft�ng the club from r�ght to left, coolly caught h�m by the
under jaw, at the same t�me wrench�ng downward and backward.
Buck descr�bed a complete c�rcle �n the a�r, and half of another, then
crashed to the ground on h�s head and chest.

For the last t�me he rushed. The man struck the shrewd blow he
had purposely w�thheld for so long, and Buck crumpled up and went
down, knocked utterly senseless.

“He’s no slouch at dog-break�n’, that’s wot I say,” one of the men
on the wall cr�ed enthus�ast�cally.

“Druther break cayuses any day, and tw�ce on Sundays,” was the
reply of the dr�ver, as he cl�mbed on the wagon and started the
horses.

Buck’s senses came back to h�m, but not h�s strength. He lay
where he had fallen, and from there he watched the man �n the red
sweater.

“‘Answers to the name of Buck,’” the man sol�loqu�zed, quot�ng
from the saloon-keeper’s letter wh�ch had announced the
cons�gnment of the crate and contents. “Well, Buck, my boy,” he
went on �n a gen�al vo�ce, “we’ve had our l�ttle ruct�on, and the best
th�ng we can do �s to let �t go at that. You’ve learned your place, and I
know m�ne. Be a good dog and all ’ll go well and the goose hang
h�gh. Be a bad dog, and I’ll whale the stuff�n’ outa you. Understand?”



As he spoke he fearlessly patted the head he had so merc�lessly
pounded, and though Buck’s ha�r �nvoluntar�ly br�stled at touch of the
hand, he endured �t w�thout protest. When the man brought h�m
water he drank eagerly, and later bolted a generous meal of raw
meat, chunk by chunk, from the man’s hand.

He was beaten (he knew that); but he was not broken. He saw,
once for all, that he stood no chance aga�nst a man w�th a club. He
had learned the lesson, and �n all h�s after l�fe he never forgot �t. That
club was a revelat�on. It was h�s �ntroduct�on to the re�gn of pr�m�t�ve
law, and he met the �ntroduct�on halfway. The facts of l�fe took on a
f�ercer aspect; and wh�le he faced that aspect uncowed, he faced �t
w�th all the latent cunn�ng of h�s nature aroused. As the days went
by, other dogs came, �n crates and at the ends of ropes, some
doc�lely, and some rag�ng and roar�ng as he had come; and, one and
all, he watched them pass under the dom�n�on of the man �n the red
sweater. Aga�n and aga�n, as he looked at each brutal performance,
the lesson was dr�ven home to Buck: a man w�th a club was a
lawg�ver, a master to be obeyed, though not necessar�ly conc�l�ated.
Of th�s last Buck was never gu�lty, though he d�d see beaten dogs
that fawned upon the man, and wagged the�r ta�ls, and l�cked h�s
hand. Also he saw one dog, that would ne�ther conc�l�ate nor obey,
f�nally k�lled �n the struggle for mastery.

Now and aga�n men came, strangers, who talked exc�tedly,
wheedl�ngly, and �n all k�nds of fash�ons to the man �n the red
sweater. And at such t�mes that money passed between them the
strangers took one or more of the dogs away w�th them. Buck
wondered where they went, for they never came back; but the fear of
the future was strong upon h�m, and he was glad each t�me when he
was not selected.

Yet h�s t�me came, �n the end, �n the form of a l�ttle weazened man
who spat broken Engl�sh and many strange and uncouth
exclamat�ons wh�ch Buck could not understand.

“Sacredam!” he cr�ed, when h�s eyes l�t upon Buck. “Dat one dam
bully dog! Eh? How moch?”

“Three hundred, and a present at that,” was the prompt reply of
the man �n the red sweater. “And seem’ �t’s government money, you



a�n’t got no k�ck com�ng, eh, Perrault?”
Perrault gr�nned. Cons�der�ng that the pr�ce of dogs had been

boomed skyward by the unwonted demand, �t was not an unfa�r sum
for so f�ne an an�mal. The Canad�an Government would be no loser,
nor would �ts despatches travel the slower. Perrault knew dogs, and
when he looked at Buck he knew that he was one �n a thousand
—“One �n ten t’ousand,” he commented mentally.

Buck saw money pass between them, and was not surpr�sed when
Curly, a good-natured Newfoundland, and he were led away by the
l�ttle weazened man. That was the last he saw of the man �n the red
sweater, and as Curly and he looked at reced�ng Seattle from the
deck of the Narwhal, �t was the last he saw of the warm Southland.
Curly and he were taken below by Perrault and turned over to a
black-faced g�ant called Franço�s. Perrault was a French-Canad�an,
and swarthy; but Franço�s was a French-Canad�an half-breed, and
tw�ce as swarthy. They were a new k�nd of men to Buck (of wh�ch he
was dest�ned to see many more), and wh�le he developed no
affect�on for them, he none the less grew honestly to respect them.
He speed�ly learned that Perrault and Franço�s were fa�r men, calm
and �mpart�al �n adm�n�ster�ng just�ce, and too w�se �n the way of
dogs to be fooled by dogs.

In the ’tween-decks of the Narwhal, Buck and Curly jo�ned two
other dogs. One of them was a b�g, snow-wh�te fellow from
Sp�tzbergen who had been brought away by a whal�ng capta�n, and
who had later accompan�ed a Geolog�cal Survey �nto the Barrens.
He was fr�endly, �n a treacherous sort of way, sm�l�ng �nto one’s face
the wh�le he med�tated some underhand tr�ck, as, for �nstance, when
he stole from Buck’s food at the f�rst meal. As Buck sprang to pun�sh
h�m, the lash of Franço�s’s wh�p sang through the a�r, reach�ng the
culpr�t f�rst; and noth�ng rema�ned to Buck but to recover the bone.
That was fa�r of Franço�s, he dec�ded, and the half-breed began h�s
r�se �n Buck’s est�mat�on.

The other dog made no advances, nor rece�ved any; also, he d�d
not attempt to steal from the newcomers. He was a gloomy, morose
fellow, and he showed Curly pla�nly that all he des�red was to be left
alone, and further, that there would be trouble �f he were not left



alone. “Dave” he was called, and he ate and slept, or yawned
between t�mes, and took �nterest �n noth�ng, not even when the
Narwhal crossed Queen Charlotte Sound and rolled and p�tched and
bucked l�ke a th�ng possessed. When Buck and Curly grew exc�ted,
half w�ld w�th fear, he ra�sed h�s head as though annoyed, favored
them w�th an �ncur�ous glance, yawned, and went to sleep aga�n.

Day and n�ght the sh�p throbbed to the t�reless pulse of the
propeller, and though one day was very l�ke another, �t was apparent
to Buck that the weather was stead�ly grow�ng colder. At last, one
morn�ng, the propeller was qu�et, and the Narwhal was pervaded
w�th an atmosphere of exc�tement. He felt �t, as d�d the other dogs,
and knew that a change was at hand. Franço�s leashed them and
brought them on deck. At the f�rst step upon the cold surface, Buck’s
feet sank �nto a wh�te mushy someth�ng very l�ke mud. He sprang
back w�th a snort. More of th�s wh�te stuff was fall�ng through the a�r.
He shook h�mself, but more of �t fell upon h�m. He sn�ffed �t cur�ously,
then l�cked some up on h�s tongue. It b�t l�ke f�re, and the next �nstant
was gone. Th�s puzzled h�m. He tr�ed �t aga�n, w�th the same result.
The onlookers laughed uproar�ously, and he felt ashamed, he knew
not why, for �t was h�s f�rst snow.



Chapter II.
The Law of Club and Fang

Buck’s f�rst day on the Dyea beach was l�ke a n�ghtmare. Every
hour was f�lled w�th shock and surpr�se. He had been suddenly
jerked from the heart of c�v�l�zat�on and flung �nto the heart of th�ngs
pr�mord�al. No lazy, sun-k�ssed l�fe was th�s, w�th noth�ng to do but
loaf and be bored. Here was ne�ther peace, nor rest, nor a moment’s
safety. All was confus�on and act�on, and every moment l�fe and l�mb
were �n per�l. There was �mperat�ve need to be constantly alert; for
these dogs and men were not town dogs and men. They were
savages, all of them, who knew no law but the law of club and fang.

He had never seen dogs f�ght as these wolf�sh creatures fought,
and h�s f�rst exper�ence taught h�m an unforgetable lesson. It �s true,
�t was a v�car�ous exper�ence, else he would not have l�ved to prof�t
by �t. Curly was the v�ct�m. They were camped near the log store,
where she, �n her fr�endly way, made advances to a husky dog the
s�ze of a full-grown wolf, though not half so large as she. There was
no warn�ng, only a leap �n l�ke a flash, a metall�c cl�p of teeth, a leap
out equally sw�ft, and Curly’s face was r�pped open from eye to jaw.

It was the wolf manner of f�ght�ng, to str�ke and leap away; but
there was more to �t than th�s. Th�rty or forty husk�es ran to the spot
and surrounded the combatants �n an �ntent and s�lent c�rcle. Buck
d�d not comprehend that s�lent �ntentness, nor the eager way w�th
wh�ch they were l�ck�ng the�r chops. Curly rushed her antagon�st,
who struck aga�n and leaped as�de. He met her next rush w�th h�s
chest, �n a pecul�ar fash�on that tumbled her off her feet. She never
rega�ned them, Th�s was what the onlook�ng husk�es had wa�ted for.
They closed �n upon her, snarl�ng and yelp�ng, and she was bur�ed,
scream�ng w�th agony, beneath the br�stl�ng mass of bod�es.



So sudden was �t, and so unexpected, that Buck was taken aback.
He saw Sp�tz run out h�s scarlet tongue �n a way he had of laugh�ng;
and he saw Franço�s, sw�ng�ng an axe, spr�ng �nto the mess of dogs.
Three men w�th clubs were help�ng h�m to scatter them. It d�d not
take long. Two m�nutes from the t�me Curly went down, the last of
her assa�lants were clubbed off. But she lay there l�mp and l�feless �n
the bloody, trampled snow, almost l�terally torn to p�eces, the swart
half-breed stand�ng over her and curs�ng horr�bly. The scene often
came back to Buck to trouble h�m �n h�s sleep. So that was the way.
No fa�r play. Once down, that was the end of you. Well, he would see
to �t that he never went down. Sp�tz ran out h�s tongue and laughed
aga�n, and from that moment Buck hated h�m w�th a b�tter and
deathless hatred.

Before he had recovered from the shock caused by the trag�c
pass�ng of Curly, he rece�ved another shock. Franço�s fastened upon
h�m an arrangement of straps and buckles. It was a harness, such as
he had seen the grooms put on the horses at home. And as he had
seen horses work, so he was set to work, haul�ng Franço�s on a sled
to the forest that fr�nged the valley, and return�ng w�th a load of
f�rewood. Though h�s d�gn�ty was sorely hurt by thus be�ng made a
draught an�mal, he was too w�se to rebel. He buckled down w�th a
w�ll and d�d h�s best, though �t was all new and strange. Franço�s was
stern, demand�ng �nstant obed�ence, and by v�rtue of h�s wh�p
rece�v�ng �nstant obed�ence; wh�le Dave, who was an exper�enced
wheeler, n�pped Buck’s h�nd quarters whenever he was �n error.
Sp�tz was the leader, l�kew�se exper�enced, and wh�le he could not
always get at Buck, he growled sharp reproof now and aga�n, or
cunn�ngly threw h�s we�ght �n the traces to jerk Buck �nto the way he
should go. Buck learned eas�ly, and under the comb�ned tu�t�on of h�s
two mates and Franço�s made remarkable progress. Ere they
returned to camp he knew enough to stop at “ho,” to go ahead at
“mush,” to sw�ng w�de on the bends, and to keep clear of the wheeler
when the loaded sled shot downh�ll at the�r heels.

“T’ree va�r’ good dogs,” Franço�s told Perrault. “Dat Buck, heem
pool lak hell. I t�ch heem queek as anyt’�ng.”



By afternoon, Perrault, who was �n a hurry to be on the tra�l w�th
h�s despatches, returned w�th two more dogs. “B�llee” and “Joe” he
called them, two brothers, and true husk�es both. Sons of the one
mother though they were, they were as d�fferent as day and n�ght.
B�llee’s one fault was h�s excess�ve good nature, wh�le Joe was the
very oppos�te, sour and �ntrospect�ve, w�th a perpetual snarl and a
mal�gnant eye. Buck rece�ved them �n comradely fash�on, Dave
�gnored them, wh�le Sp�tz proceeded to thrash f�rst one and then the
other. B�llee wagged h�s ta�l appeas�ngly, turned to run when he saw
that appeasement was of no ava�l, and cr�ed (st�ll appeas�ngly) when
Sp�tz’s sharp teeth scored h�s flank. But no matter how Sp�tz c�rcled,
Joe wh�rled around on h�s heels to face h�m, mane br�stl�ng, ears la�d
back, l�ps wr�th�ng and snarl�ng, jaws cl�pp�ng together as fast as he
could snap, and eyes d�abol�cally gleam�ng—the �ncarnat�on of
bell�gerent fear. So terr�ble was h�s appearance that Sp�tz was forced
to forego d�sc�pl�n�ng h�m; but to cover h�s own d�scomf�ture he
turned upon the �noffens�ve and wa�l�ng B�llee and drove h�m to the
conf�nes of the camp.

By even�ng Perrault secured another dog, an old husky, long and
lean and gaunt, w�th a battle-scarred face and a s�ngle eye wh�ch
flashed a warn�ng of prowess that commanded respect. He was
called Sol-leks, wh�ch means the Angry One. L�ke Dave, he asked
noth�ng, gave noth�ng, expected noth�ng; and when he marched
slowly and del�berately �nto the�r m�dst, even Sp�tz left h�m alone. He
had one pecul�ar�ty wh�ch Buck was unlucky enough to d�scover. He
d�d not l�ke to be approached on h�s bl�nd s�de. Of th�s offence Buck
was unw�tt�ngly gu�lty, and the f�rst knowledge he had of h�s
�nd�scret�on was when Sol-leks wh�rled upon h�m and slashed h�s
shoulder to the bone for three �nches up and down. Forever after
Buck avo�ded h�s bl�nd s�de, and to the last of the�r comradesh�p had
no more trouble. H�s only apparent amb�t�on, l�ke Dave’s, was to be
left alone; though, as Buck was afterward to learn, each of them
possessed one other and even more v�tal amb�t�on.

That n�ght Buck faced the great problem of sleep�ng. The tent,
�llum�ned by a candle, glowed warmly �n the m�dst of the wh�te pla�n;
and when he, as a matter of course, entered �t, both Perrault and
Franço�s bombarded h�m w�th curses and cook�ng utens�ls, t�ll he



recovered from h�s consternat�on and fled �gnom�n�ously �nto the
outer cold. A ch�ll w�nd was blow�ng that n�pped h�m sharply and b�t
w�th espec�al venom �nto h�s wounded shoulder. He lay down on the
snow and attempted to sleep, but the frost soon drove h�m sh�ver�ng
to h�s feet. M�serable and d�sconsolate, he wandered about among
the many tents, only to f�nd that one place was as cold as another.
Here and there savage dogs rushed upon h�m, but he br�stled h�s
neck-ha�r and snarled (for he was learn�ng fast), and they let h�m go
h�s way unmolested.

F�nally an �dea came to h�m. He would return and see how h�s own
team-mates were mak�ng out. To h�s aston�shment, they had
d�sappeared. Aga�n he wandered about through the great camp,
look�ng for them, and aga�n he returned. Were they �n the tent? No,
that could not be, else he would not have been dr�ven out. Then
where could they poss�bly be? W�th droop�ng ta�l and sh�ver�ng body,
very forlorn �ndeed, he a�mlessly c�rcled the tent. Suddenly the snow
gave way beneath h�s fore legs and he sank down. Someth�ng
wr�ggled under h�s feet. He sprang back, br�stl�ng and snarl�ng,
fearful of the unseen and unknown. But a fr�endly l�ttle yelp
reassured h�m, and he went back to �nvest�gate. A wh�ff of warm a�r
ascended to h�s nostr�ls, and there, curled up under the snow �n a
snug ball, lay B�llee. He wh�ned placat�ngly, squ�rmed and wr�ggled to
show h�s good w�ll and �ntent�ons, and even ventured, as a br�be for
peace, to l�ck Buck’s face w�th h�s warm wet tongue.

Another lesson. So that was the way they d�d �t, eh? Buck
conf�dently selected a spot, and w�th much fuss and waste effort
proceeded to d�g a hole for h�mself. In a tr�ce the heat from h�s body
f�lled the conf�ned space and he was asleep. The day had been long
and arduous, and he slept soundly and comfortably, though he
growled and barked and wrestled w�th bad dreams.

Nor d�d he open h�s eyes t�ll roused by the no�ses of the wak�ng
camp. At f�rst he d�d not know where he was. It had snowed dur�ng
the n�ght and he was completely bur�ed. The snow walls pressed h�m
on every s�de, and a great surge of fear swept through h�m—the fear
of the w�ld th�ng for the trap. It was a token that he was hark�ng back
through h�s own l�fe to the l�ves of h�s forebears; for he was a



c�v�l�zed dog, an unduly c�v�l�zed dog, and of h�s own exper�ence
knew no trap and so could not of h�mself fear �t. The muscles of h�s
whole body contracted spasmod�cally and �nst�nct�vely, the ha�r on
h�s neck and shoulders stood on end, and w�th a feroc�ous snarl he
bounded stra�ght up �nto the bl�nd�ng day, the snow fly�ng about h�m
�n a flash�ng cloud. Ere he landed on h�s feet, he saw the wh�te camp
spread out before h�m and knew where he was and remembered all
that had passed from the t�me he went for a stroll w�th Manuel to the
hole he had dug for h�mself the n�ght before.

A shout from Franço�s ha�led h�s appearance. “Wot I say?” the
dog-dr�ver cr�ed to Perrault. “Dat Buck for sure learn queek as
anyt’�ng.”

Perrault nodded gravely. As cour�er for the Canad�an Government,
bear�ng �mportant despatches, he was anx�ous to secure the best
dogs, and he was part�cularly gladdened by the possess�on of Buck.

Three more husk�es were added to the team �ns�de an hour,
mak�ng a total of n�ne, and before another quarter of an hour had
passed they were �n harness and sw�ng�ng up the tra�l toward the
Dyea Cañon. Buck was glad to be gone, and though the work was
hard he found he d�d not part�cularly desp�se �t. He was surpr�sed at
the eagerness wh�ch an�mated the whole team and wh�ch was
commun�cated to h�m; but st�ll more surpr�s�ng was the change
wrought �n Dave and Sol-leks. They were new dogs, utterly
transformed by the harness. All pass�veness and unconcern had
dropped from them. They were alert and act�ve, anx�ous that the
work should go well, and f�ercely �rr�table w�th whatever, by delay or
confus�on, retarded that work. The to�l of the traces seemed the
supreme express�on of the�r be�ng, and all that they l�ved for and the
only th�ng �n wh�ch they took del�ght.

Dave was wheeler or sled dog, pull�ng �n front of h�m was Buck,
then came Sol-leks; the rest of the team was strung out ahead,
s�ngle f�le, to the leader, wh�ch pos�t�on was f�lled by Sp�tz.

Buck had been purposely placed between Dave and Sol-leks so
that he m�ght rece�ve �nstruct�on. Apt scholar that he was, they were
equally apt teachers, never allow�ng h�m to l�nger long �n error, and
enforc�ng the�r teach�ng w�th the�r sharp teeth. Dave was fa�r and



very w�se. He never n�pped Buck w�thout cause, and he never fa�led
to n�p h�m when he stood �n need of �t. As Franço�s’s wh�p backed
h�m up, Buck found �t to be cheaper to mend h�s ways than to
retal�ate. Once, dur�ng a br�ef halt, when he got tangled �n the traces
and delayed the start, both Dave and Sol-leks flew at h�m and
adm�n�stered a sound trounc�ng. The result�ng tangle was even
worse, but Buck took good care to keep the traces clear thereafter;
and ere the day was done, so well had he mastered h�s work, h�s
mates about ceased nagg�ng h�m. Franço�s’s wh�p snapped less
frequently, and Perrault even honored Buck by l�ft�ng up h�s feet and
carefully exam�n�ng them.

It was a hard day’s run, up the Cañon, through Sheep Camp, past
the Scales and the t�mber l�ne, across glac�ers and snowdr�fts
hundreds of feet deep, and over the great Ch�lcoot D�v�de, wh�ch
stands between the salt water and the fresh and guards forb�dd�ngly
the sad and lonely North. They made good t�me down the cha�n of
lakes wh�ch f�lls the craters of ext�nct volcanoes, and late that n�ght
pulled �nto the huge camp at the head of Lake Bennett, where
thousands of goldseekers were bu�ld�ng boats aga�nst the break-up
of the �ce �n the spr�ng. Buck made h�s hole �n the snow and slept the
sleep of the exhausted just, but all too early was routed out �n the
cold darkness and harnessed w�th h�s mates to the sled.

That day they made forty m�les, the tra�l be�ng packed; but the next
day, and for many days to follow, they broke the�r own tra�l, worked
harder, and made poorer t�me. As a rule, Perrault travelled ahead of
the team, pack�ng the snow w�th webbed shoes to make �t eas�er for
them. Franço�s, gu�d�ng the sled at the gee-pole, somet�mes
exchanged places w�th h�m, but not often. Perrault was �n a hurry,
and he pr�ded h�mself on h�s knowledge of �ce, wh�ch knowledge was
�nd�spensable, for the fall �ce was very th�n, and where there was
sw�ft water, there was no �ce at all.

Day after day, for days unend�ng, Buck to�led �n the traces.
Always, they broke camp �n the dark, and the f�rst gray of dawn
found them h�tt�ng the tra�l w�th fresh m�les reeled off beh�nd them.
And always they p�tched camp after dark, eat�ng the�r b�t of f�sh, and
crawl�ng to sleep �nto the snow. Buck was ravenous. The pound and



a half of sun-dr�ed salmon, wh�ch was h�s rat�on for each day,
seemed to go nowhere. He never had enough, and suffered from
perpetual hunger pangs. Yet the other dogs, because they we�ghed
less and were born to the l�fe, rece�ved a pound only of the f�sh and
managed to keep �n good cond�t�on.

He sw�ftly lost the fast�d�ousness wh�ch had character�zed h�s old
l�fe. A da�nty eater, he found that h�s mates, f�n�sh�ng f�rst, robbed
h�m of h�s unf�n�shed rat�on. There was no defend�ng �t. Wh�le he was
f�ght�ng off two or three, �t was d�sappear�ng down the throats of the
others. To remedy th�s, he ate as fast as they; and, so greatly d�d
hunger compel h�m, he was not above tak�ng what d�d not belong to
h�m. He watched and learned. When he saw P�ke, one of the new
dogs, a clever mal�ngerer and th�ef, slyly steal a sl�ce of bacon when
Perrault’s back was turned, he dupl�cated the performance the
follow�ng day, gett�ng away w�th the whole chunk. A great uproar was
ra�sed, but he was unsuspected; wh�le Dub, an awkward blunderer
who was always gett�ng caught, was pun�shed for Buck’s m�sdeed.

Th�s f�rst theft marked Buck as f�t to surv�ve �n the host�le
Northland env�ronment. It marked h�s adaptab�l�ty, h�s capac�ty to
adjust h�mself to chang�ng cond�t�ons, the lack of wh�ch would have
meant sw�ft and terr�ble death. It marked, further, the decay or go�ng
to p�eces of h�s moral nature, a va�n th�ng and a hand�cap �n the
ruthless struggle for ex�stence. It was all well enough �n the
Southland, under the law of love and fellowsh�p, to respect pr�vate
property and personal feel�ngs; but �n the Northland, under the law of
club and fang, whoso took such th�ngs �nto account was a fool, and
�n so far as he observed them he would fa�l to prosper.

Not that Buck reasoned �t out. He was f�t, that was all, and
unconsc�ously he accommodated h�mself to the new mode of l�fe. All
h�s days, no matter what the odds, he had never run from a f�ght. But
the club of the man �n the red sweater had beaten �nto h�m a more
fundamental and pr�m�t�ve code. C�v�l�zed, he could have d�ed for a
moral cons�derat�on, say the defence of Judge M�ller’s r�d�ng-wh�p;
but the completeness of h�s dec�v�l�zat�on was now ev�denced by h�s
ab�l�ty to flee from the defence of a moral cons�derat�on and so save
h�s h�de. He d�d not steal for joy of �t, but because of the clamor of



h�s stomach. He d�d not rob openly, but stole secretly and cunn�ngly,
out of respect for club and fang. In short, the th�ngs he d�d were done
because �t was eas�er to do them than not to do them.

H�s development (or retrogress�on) was rap�d. H�s muscles
became hard as �ron, and he grew callous to all ord�nary pa�n. He
ach�eved an �nternal as well as external economy. He could eat
anyth�ng, no matter how loathsome or �nd�gest�ble; and, once eaten,
the ju�ces of h�s stomach extracted the last least part�cle of
nutr�ment; and h�s blood carr�ed �t to the farthest reaches of h�s body,
bu�ld�ng �t �nto the toughest and stoutest of t�ssues. S�ght and scent
became remarkably keen, wh�le h�s hear�ng developed such
acuteness that �n h�s sleep he heard the fa�ntest sound and knew
whether �t heralded peace or per�l. He learned to b�te the �ce out w�th
h�s teeth when �t collected between h�s toes; and when he was th�rsty
and there was a th�ck scum of �ce over the water hole, he would
break �t by rear�ng and str�k�ng �t w�th st�ff fore legs. H�s most
consp�cuous tra�t was an ab�l�ty to scent the w�nd and forecast �t a
n�ght �n advance. No matter how breathless the a�r when he dug h�s
nest by tree or bank, the w�nd that later blew �nev�tably found h�m to
leeward, sheltered and snug.

And not only d�d he learn by exper�ence, but �nst�ncts long dead
became al�ve aga�n. The domest�cated generat�ons fell from h�m. In
vague ways he remembered back to the youth of the breed, to the
t�me the w�ld dogs ranged �n packs through the pr�meval forest and
k�lled the�r meat as they ran �t down. It was no task for h�m to learn to
f�ght w�th cut and slash and the qu�ck wolf snap. In th�s manner had
fought forgotten ancestors. They qu�ckened the old l�fe w�th�n h�m,
and the old tr�cks wh�ch they had stamped �nto the hered�ty of the
breed were h�s tr�cks. They came to h�m w�thout effort or d�scovery,
as though they had been h�s always. And when, on the st�ll cold
n�ghts, he po�nted h�s nose at a star and howled long and wolfl�ke, �t
was h�s ancestors, dead and dust, po�nt�ng nose at star and howl�ng
down through the centur�es and through h�m. And h�s cadences were
the�r cadences, the cadences wh�ch vo�ced the�r woe and what to
them was the mean�ng of the st�ffness, and the cold, and dark.



Thus, as token of what a puppet th�ng l�fe �s, the anc�ent song
surged through h�m and he came �nto h�s own aga�n; and he came
because men had found a yellow metal �n the North, and because
Manuel was a gardener’s helper whose wages d�d not lap over the
needs of h�s w�fe and d�vers small cop�es of h�mself.



Chapter III.
The Dom�nant Pr�mord�al Beast

The dom�nant pr�mord�al beast was strong �n Buck, and under the
f�erce cond�t�ons of tra�l l�fe �t grew and grew. Yet �t was a secret
growth. H�s newborn cunn�ng gave h�m po�se and control. He was
too busy adjust�ng h�mself to the new l�fe to feel at ease, and not only
d�d he not p�ck f�ghts, but he avo�ded them whenever poss�ble. A
certa�n del�berateness character�zed h�s att�tude. He was not prone
to rashness and prec�p�tate act�on; and �n the b�tter hatred between
h�m and Sp�tz he betrayed no �mpat�ence, shunned all offens�ve acts.

On the other hand, poss�bly because he d�v�ned �n Buck a
dangerous r�val, Sp�tz never lost an opportun�ty of show�ng h�s teeth.
He even went out of h�s way to bully Buck, str�v�ng constantly to start
the f�ght wh�ch could end only �n the death of one or the other. Early
�n the tr�p th�s m�ght have taken place had �t not been for an
unwonted acc�dent. At the end of th�s day they made a bleak and
m�serable camp on the shore of Lake Le Barge. Dr�v�ng snow, a w�nd
that cut l�ke a wh�te-hot kn�fe, and darkness had forced them to
grope for a camp�ng place. They could hardly have fared worse. At
the�r backs rose a perpend�cular wall of rock, and Perrault and
Franço�s were compelled to make the�r f�re and spread the�r sleep�ng
robes on the �ce of the lake �tself. The tent they had d�scarded at
Dyea �n order to travel l�ght. A few st�cks of dr�ftwood furn�shed them
w�th a f�re that thawed down through the �ce and left them to eat
supper �n the dark.

Close �n under the shelter�ng rock Buck made h�s nest. So snug
and warm was �t, that he was loath to leave �t when Franço�s
d�str�buted the f�sh wh�ch he had f�rst thawed over the f�re. But when
Buck f�n�shed h�s rat�on and returned, he found h�s nest occup�ed. A
warn�ng snarl told h�m that the trespasser was Sp�tz. T�ll now Buck



had avo�ded trouble w�th h�s enemy, but th�s was too much. The
beast �n h�m roared. He sprang upon Sp�tz w�th a fury wh�ch
surpr�sed them both, and Sp�tz part�cularly, for h�s whole exper�ence
w�th Buck had gone to teach h�m that h�s r�val was an unusually t�m�d
dog, who managed to hold h�s own only because of h�s great we�ght
and s�ze.

Franço�s was surpr�sed, too, when they shot out �n a tangle from
the d�srupted nest and he d�v�ned the cause of the trouble. “A-a-ah!”
he cr�ed to Buck. “G�f �t to heem, by Gar! G�f �t to heem, the d�rty
t’eef!”

Sp�tz was equally w�ll�ng. He was cry�ng w�th sheer rage and
eagerness as he c�rcled back and forth for a chance to spr�ng �n.
Buck was no less eager, and no less caut�ous, as he l�kew�se c�rcled
back and forth for the advantage. But �t was then that the
unexpected happened, the th�ng wh�ch projected the�r struggle for
supremacy far �nto the future, past many a weary m�le of tra�l and
to�l.

An oath from Perrault, the resound�ng �mpact of a club upon a
bony frame, and a shr�ll yelp of pa�n, heralded the break�ng forth of
pandemon�um. The camp was suddenly d�scovered to be al�ve w�th
skulk�ng furry forms,—starv�ng husk�es, four or f�ve score of them,
who had scented the camp from some Ind�an v�llage. They had crept
�n wh�le Buck and Sp�tz were f�ght�ng, and when the two men sprang
among them w�th stout clubs they showed the�r teeth and fought
back. They were crazed by the smell of the food. Perrault found one
w�th head bur�ed �n the grub-box. H�s club landed heav�ly on the
gaunt r�bs, and the grub-box was caps�zed on the ground. On the
�nstant a score of the fam�shed brutes were scrambl�ng for the bread
and bacon. The clubs fell upon them unheeded. They yelped and
howled under the ra�n of blows, but struggled none the less madly t�ll
the last crumb had been devoured.

In the meant�me the aston�shed team-dogs had burst out of the�r
nests only to be set upon by the f�erce �nvaders. Never had Buck
seen such dogs. It seemed as though the�r bones would burst
through the�r sk�ns. They were mere skeletons, draped loosely �n
draggled h�des, w�th blaz�ng eyes and slavered fangs. But the



hunger-madness made them terr�fy�ng, �rres�st�ble. There was no
oppos�ng them. The team-dogs were swept back aga�nst the cl�ff at
the f�rst onset. Buck was beset by three husk�es, and �n a tr�ce h�s
head and shoulders were r�pped and slashed. The d�n was fr�ghtful.
B�llee was cry�ng as usual. Dave and Sol-leks, dr�pp�ng blood from a
score of wounds, were f�ght�ng bravely s�de by s�de. Joe was
snapp�ng l�ke a demon. Once, h�s teeth closed on the fore leg of a
husky, and he crunched down through the bone. P�ke, the
mal�ngerer, leaped upon the cr�ppled an�mal, break�ng �ts neck w�th a
qu�ck flash of teeth and a jerk, Buck got a froth�ng adversary by the
throat, and was sprayed w�th blood when h�s teeth sank through the
jugular. The warm taste of �t �n h�s mouth goaded h�m to greater
f�erceness. He flung h�mself upon another, and at the same t�me felt
teeth s�nk �nto h�s own throat. It was Sp�tz, treacherously attack�ng
from the s�de.

Perrault and Franço�s, hav�ng cleaned out the�r part of the camp,
hurr�ed to save the�r sled-dogs. The w�ld wave of fam�shed beasts
rolled back before them, and Buck shook h�mself free. But �t was
only for a moment. The two men were compelled to run back to save
the grub, upon wh�ch the husk�es returned to the attack on the team.
B�llee, terr�f�ed �nto bravery, sprang through the savage c�rcle and
fled away over the �ce. P�ke and Dub followed on h�s heels, w�th the
rest of the team beh�nd. As Buck drew h�mself together to spr�ng
after them, out of the ta�l of h�s eye he saw Sp�tz rush upon h�m w�th
the ev�dent �ntent�on of overthrow�ng h�m. Once off h�s feet and
under that mass of husk�es, there was no hope for h�m. But he
braced h�mself to the shock of Sp�tz’s charge, then jo�ned the fl�ght
out on the lake.

Later, the n�ne team-dogs gathered together and sought shelter �n
the forest. Though unpursued, they were �n a sorry pl�ght. There was
not one who was not wounded �n four or f�ve places, wh�le some
were wounded gr�evously. Dub was badly �njured �n a h�nd leg; Dolly,
the last husky added to the team at Dyea, had a badly torn throat;
Joe had lost an eye; wh�le B�llee, the good-natured, w�th an ear
chewed and rent to r�bbons, cr�ed and wh�mpered throughout the
n�ght. At daybreak they l�mped war�ly back to camp, to f�nd the
marauders gone and the two men �n bad tempers. Fully half the�r



grub supply was gone. The husk�es had chewed through the sled
lash�ngs and canvas cover�ngs. In fact, noth�ng, no matter how
remotely eatable, had escaped them. They had eaten a pa�r of
Perrault’s moose-h�de moccas�ns, chunks out of the leather traces,
and even two feet of lash from the end of Franço�s’s wh�p. He broke
from a mournful contemplat�on of �t to look over h�s wounded dogs.

“Ah, my fr�en’s,” he sa�d softly, “mebbe �t mek you mad dog, dose
many b�tes. Mebbe all mad dog, sacredam! Wot you t’�nk, eh,
Perrault?”

The cour�er shook h�s head dub�ously. W�th four hundred m�les of
tra�l st�ll between h�m and Dawson, he could �ll afford to have
madness break out among h�s dogs. Two hours of curs�ng and
exert�on got the harnesses �nto shape, and the wound-st�ffened team
was under way, struggl�ng pa�nfully over the hardest part of the tra�l
they had yet encountered, and for that matter, the hardest between
them and Dawson.

The Th�rty M�le R�ver was w�de open. Its w�ld water def�ed the
frost, and �t was �n the edd�es only and �n the qu�et places that the �ce
held at all. S�x days of exhaust�ng to�l were requ�red to cover those
th�rty terr�ble m�les. And terr�ble they were, for every foot of them was
accompl�shed at the r�sk of l�fe to dog and man. A dozen t�mes,
Perrault, nos�ng the way broke through the �ce br�dges, be�ng saved
by the long pole he carr�ed, wh�ch he so held that �t fell each t�me
across the hole made by h�s body. But a cold snap was on, the
thermometer reg�ster�ng f�fty below zero, and each t�me he broke
through he was compelled for very l�fe to bu�ld a f�re and dry h�s
garments.

Noth�ng daunted h�m. It was because noth�ng daunted h�m that he
had been chosen for government cour�er. He took all manner of
r�sks, resolutely thrust�ng h�s l�ttle weazened face �nto the frost and
struggl�ng on from d�m dawn to dark. He sk�rted the frown�ng shores
on r�m �ce that bent and crackled under foot and upon wh�ch they
dared not halt. Once, the sled broke through, w�th Dave and Buck,
and they were half-frozen and all but drowned by the t�me they were
dragged out. The usual f�re was necessary to save them. They were
coated sol�dly w�th �ce, and the two men kept them on the run around



the f�re, sweat�ng and thaw�ng, so close that they were s�nged by the
flames.

At another t�me Sp�tz went through, dragg�ng the whole team after
h�m up to Buck, who stra�ned backward w�th all h�s strength, h�s fore
paws on the sl�ppery edge and the �ce qu�ver�ng and snapp�ng all
around. But beh�nd h�m was Dave, l�kew�se stra�n�ng backward, and
beh�nd the sled was Franço�s, pull�ng t�ll h�s tendons cracked.

Aga�n, the r�m �ce broke away before and beh�nd, and there was
no escape except up the cl�ff. Perrault scaled �t by a m�racle, wh�le
Franço�s prayed for just that m�racle; and w�th every thong and sled
lash�ng and the last b�t of harness rove �nto a long rope, the dogs
were ho�sted, one by one, to the cl�ff crest. Franço�s came up last,
after the sled and load. Then came the search for a place to
descend, wh�ch descent was ult�mately made by the a�d of the rope,
and n�ght found them back on the r�ver w�th a quarter of a m�le to the
day’s cred�t.

By the t�me they made the Hootal�nqua and good �ce, Buck was
played out. The rest of the dogs were �n l�ke cond�t�on; but Perrault,
to make up lost t�me, pushed them late and early. The f�rst day they
covered th�rty-f�ve m�les to the B�g Salmon; the next day th�rty-f�ve
more to the L�ttle Salmon; the th�rd day forty m�les, wh�ch brought
them well up toward the F�ve F�ngers.

Buck’s feet were not so compact and hard as the feet of the
husk�es. H�s had softened dur�ng the many generat�ons s�nce the
day h�s last w�ld ancestor was tamed by a cave-dweller or r�ver man.
All day long he l�mped �n agony, and camp once made, lay down l�ke
a dead dog. Hungry as he was, he would not move to rece�ve h�s
rat�on of f�sh, wh�ch Franço�s had to br�ng to h�m. Also, the dog-dr�ver
rubbed Buck’s feet for half an hour each n�ght after supper, and
sacr�f�ced the tops of h�s own moccas�ns to make four moccas�ns for
Buck. Th�s was a great rel�ef, and Buck caused even the weazened
face of Perrault to tw�st �tself �nto a gr�n one morn�ng, when Franço�s
forgot the moccas�ns and Buck lay on h�s back, h�s four feet wav�ng
appeal�ngly �n the a�r, and refused to budge w�thout them. Later h�s
feet grew hard to the tra�l, and the worn-out foot-gear was thrown
away.



At the Pelly one morn�ng, as they were harness�ng up, Dolly, who
had never been consp�cuous for anyth�ng, went suddenly mad. She
announced her cond�t�on by a long, heartbreak�ng wolf howl that sent
every dog br�stl�ng w�th fear, then sprang stra�ght for Buck. He had
never seen a dog go mad, nor d�d he have any reason to fear
madness; yet he knew that here was horror, and fled away from �t �n
a pan�c. Stra�ght away he raced, w�th Dolly, pant�ng and froth�ng, one
leap beh�nd; nor could she ga�n on h�m, so great was h�s terror, nor
could he leave her, so great was her madness. He plunged through
the wooded breast of the �sland, flew down to the lower end, crossed
a back channel f�lled w�th rough �ce to another �sland, ga�ned a th�rd
�sland, curved back to the ma�n r�ver, and �n desperat�on started to
cross �t. And all the t�me, though he d�d not look, he could hear her
snarl�ng just one leap beh�nd. Franço�s called to h�m a quarter of a
m�le away and he doubled back, st�ll one leap ahead, gasp�ng
pa�nfully for a�r and putt�ng all h�s fa�th �n that Franço�s would save
h�m. The dog-dr�ver held the axe po�sed �n h�s hand, and as Buck
shot past h�m the axe crashed down upon mad Dolly’s head.

Buck staggered over aga�nst the sled, exhausted, sobb�ng for
breath, helpless. Th�s was Sp�tz’s opportun�ty. He sprang upon Buck,
and tw�ce h�s teeth sank �nto h�s unres�st�ng foe and r�pped and tore
the flesh to the bone. Then Franço�s’s lash descended, and Buck
had the sat�sfact�on of watch�ng Sp�tz rece�ve the worst wh�pp�ng as
yet adm�n�stered to any of the teams.

“One dev�l, dat Sp�tz,” remarked Perrault. “Some dam day heem
keel dat Buck.”

“Dat Buck two dev�ls,” was Franço�s’s rejo�nder. “All de tam I watch
dat Buck I know for sure. L�ssen: some dam f�ne day heem get mad
lak hell an’ den heem chew dat Sp�tz all up an’ sp�t heem out on de
snow. Sure. I know.”

From then on �t was war between them. Sp�tz, as lead-dog and
acknowledged master of the team, felt h�s supremacy threatened by
th�s strange Southland dog. And strange Buck was to h�m, for of the
many Southland dogs he had known, not one had shown up worth�ly
�n camp and on tra�l. They were all too soft, dy�ng under the to�l, the
frost, and starvat�on. Buck was the except�on. He alone endured and



prospered, match�ng the husky �n strength, savagery, and cunn�ng.
Then he was a masterful dog, and what made h�m dangerous was
the fact that the club of the man �n the red sweater had knocked all
bl�nd pluck and rashness out of h�s des�re for mastery. He was
preem�nently cunn�ng, and could b�de h�s t�me w�th a pat�ence that
was noth�ng less than pr�m�t�ve.

It was �nev�table that the clash for leadersh�p should come. Buck
wanted �t. He wanted �t because �t was h�s nature, because he had
been gr�pped t�ght by that nameless, �ncomprehens�ble pr�de of the
tra�l and trace—that pr�de wh�ch holds dogs �n the to�l to the last
gasp, wh�ch lures them to d�e joyfully �n the harness, and breaks
the�r hearts �f they are cut out of the harness. Th�s was the pr�de of
Dave as wheel-dog, of Sol-leks as he pulled w�th all h�s strength; the
pr�de that la�d hold of them at break of camp, transform�ng them from
sour and sullen brutes �nto stra�n�ng, eager, amb�t�ous creatures; the
pr�de that spurred them on all day and dropped them at p�tch of
camp at n�ght, lett�ng them fall back �nto gloomy unrest and
uncontent. Th�s was the pr�de that bore up Sp�tz and made h�m
thrash the sled-dogs who blundered and sh�rked �n the traces or h�d
away at harness-up t�me �n the morn�ng. L�kew�se �t was th�s pr�de
that made h�m fear Buck as a poss�ble lead-dog. And th�s was
Buck’s pr�de, too.

He openly threatened the other’s leadersh�p. He came between
h�m and the sh�rks he should have pun�shed. And he d�d �t
del�berately. One n�ght there was a heavy snowfall, and �n the
morn�ng P�ke, the mal�ngerer, d�d not appear. He was securely
h�dden �n h�s nest under a foot of snow. Franço�s called h�m and
sought h�m �n va�n. Sp�tz was w�ld w�th wrath. He raged through the
camp, smell�ng and d�gg�ng �n every l�kely place, snarl�ng so
fr�ghtfully that P�ke heard and sh�vered �n h�s h�d�ng-place.

But when he was at last unearthed, and Sp�tz flew at h�m to pun�sh
h�m, Buck flew, w�th equal rage, �n between. So unexpected was �t,
and so shrewdly managed, that Sp�tz was hurled backward and off
h�s feet. P�ke, who had been trembl�ng abjectly, took heart at th�s
open mut�ny, and sprang upon h�s overthrown leader. Buck, to whom
fa�r play was a forgotten code, l�kew�se sprang upon Sp�tz. But



Franço�s, chuckl�ng at the �nc�dent wh�le unswerv�ng �n the
adm�n�strat�on of just�ce, brought h�s lash down upon Buck w�th all
h�s m�ght. Th�s fa�led to dr�ve Buck from h�s prostrate r�val, and the
butt of the wh�p was brought �nto play. Half-stunned by the blow,
Buck was knocked backward and the lash la�d upon h�m aga�n and
aga�n, wh�le Sp�tz soundly pun�shed the many t�mes offend�ng P�ke.

In the days that followed, as Dawson grew closer and closer, Buck
st�ll cont�nued to �nterfere between Sp�tz and the culpr�ts; but he d�d �t
craft�ly, when Franço�s was not around, W�th the covert mut�ny of
Buck, a general �nsubord�nat�on sprang up and �ncreased. Dave and
Sol-leks were unaffected, but the rest of the team went from bad to
worse. Th�ngs no longer went r�ght. There was cont�nual b�cker�ng
and jangl�ng. Trouble was always afoot, and at the bottom of �t was
Buck. He kept Franço�s busy, for the dog-dr�ver was �n constant
apprehens�on of the l�fe-and-death struggle between the two wh�ch
he knew must take place sooner or later; and on more than one n�ght
the sounds of quarrell�ng and str�fe among the other dogs turned h�m
out of h�s sleep�ng robe, fearful that Buck and Sp�tz were at �t.

But the opportun�ty d�d not present �tself, and they pulled �nto
Dawson one dreary afternoon w�th the great f�ght st�ll to come. Here
were many men, and countless dogs, and Buck found them all at
work. It seemed the orda�ned order of th�ngs that dogs should work.
All day they swung up and down the ma�n street �n long teams, and
�n the n�ght the�r j�ngl�ng bells st�ll went by. They hauled cab�n logs
and f�rewood, fre�ghted up to the m�nes, and d�d all manner of work
that horses d�d �n the Santa Clara Valley. Here and there Buck met
Southland dogs, but �n the ma�n they were the w�ld wolf husky breed.
Every n�ght, regularly, at n�ne, at twelve, at three, they l�fted a
nocturnal song, a we�rd and eer�e chant, �n wh�ch �t was Buck’s
del�ght to jo�n.

W�th the aurora boreal�s flam�ng coldly overhead, or the stars
leap�ng �n the frost dance, and the land numb and frozen under �ts
pall of snow, th�s song of the husk�es m�ght have been the def�ance
of l�fe, only �t was p�tched �n m�nor key, w�th long-drawn wa�l�ngs and
half-sobs, and was more the plead�ng of l�fe, the art�culate trava�l of
ex�stence. It was an old song, old as the breed �tself—one of the f�rst



songs of the younger world �n a day when songs were sad. It was
�nvested w�th the woe of unnumbered generat�ons, th�s pla�nt by
wh�ch Buck was so strangely st�rred. When he moaned and sobbed,
�t was w�th the pa�n of l�v�ng that was of old the pa�n of h�s w�ld
fathers, and the fear and mystery of the cold and dark that was to
them fear and mystery. And that he should be st�rred by �t marked
the completeness w�th wh�ch he harked back through the ages of f�re
and roof to the raw beg�nn�ngs of l�fe �n the howl�ng ages.

Seven days from the t�me they pulled �nto Dawson, they dropped
down the steep bank by the Barracks to the Yukon Tra�l, and pulled
for Dyea and Salt Water. Perrault was carry�ng despatches �f
anyth�ng more urgent than those he had brought �n; also, the travel
pr�de had gr�pped h�m, and he purposed to make the record tr�p of
the year. Several th�ngs favored h�m �n th�s. The week’s rest had
recuperated the dogs and put them �n thorough tr�m. The tra�l they
had broken �nto the country was packed hard by later journeyers.
And further, the pol�ce had arranged �n two or three places depos�ts
of grub for dog and man, and he was travell�ng l�ght.

They made S�xty M�le, wh�ch �s a f�fty-m�le run, on the f�rst day;
and the second day saw them boom�ng up the Yukon well on the�r
way to Pelly. But such splend�d runn�ng was ach�eved not w�thout
great trouble and vexat�on on the part of Franço�s. The �ns�d�ous
revolt led by Buck had destroyed the sol�dar�ty of the team. It no
longer was as one dog leap�ng �n the traces. The encouragement
Buck gave the rebels led them �nto all k�nds of petty m�sdemeanors.
No more was Sp�tz a leader greatly to be feared. The old awe
departed, and they grew equal to challeng�ng h�s author�ty. P�ke
robbed h�m of half a f�sh one n�ght, and gulped �t down under the
protect�on of Buck. Another n�ght Dub and Joe fought Sp�tz and
made h�m forego the pun�shment they deserved. And even B�llee,
the good-natured, was less good-natured, and wh�ned not half so
placat�ngly as �n former days. Buck never came near Sp�tz w�thout
snarl�ng and br�stl�ng menac�ngly. In fact, h�s conduct approached
that of a bully, and he was g�ven to swagger�ng up and down before
Sp�tz’s very nose.



The break�ng down of d�sc�pl�ne l�kew�se affected the dogs �n the�r
relat�ons w�th one another. They quarrelled and b�ckered more than
ever among themselves, t�ll at t�mes the camp was a howl�ng
bedlam. Dave and Sol-leks alone were unaltered, though they were
made �rr�table by the unend�ng squabbl�ng. Franço�s swore strange
barbarous oaths, and stamped the snow �n fut�le rage, and tore h�s
ha�r. H�s lash was always s�ng�ng among the dogs, but �t was of small
ava�l. D�rectly h�s back was turned they were at �t aga�n. He backed
up Sp�tz w�th h�s wh�p, wh�le Buck backed up the rema�nder of the
team. Franço�s knew he was beh�nd all the trouble, and Buck knew
he knew; but Buck was too clever ever aga�n to be caught red-
handed. He worked fa�thfully �n the harness, for the to�l had become
a del�ght to h�m; yet �t was a greater del�ght slyly to prec�p�tate a f�ght
amongst h�s mates and tangle the traces.

At the mouth of the Tahkeena, one n�ght after supper, Dub turned
up a snowshoe rabb�t, blundered �t, and m�ssed. In a second the
whole team was �n full cry. A hundred yards away was a camp of the
Northwest Pol�ce, w�th f�fty dogs, husk�es all, who jo�ned the chase.
The rabb�t sped down the r�ver, turned off �nto a small creek, up the
frozen bed of wh�ch �t held stead�ly. It ran l�ghtly on the surface of the
snow, wh�le the dogs ploughed through by ma�n strength. Buck led
the pack, s�xty strong, around bend after bend, but he could not ga�n.
He lay down low to the race, wh�n�ng eagerly, h�s splend�d body
flash�ng forward, leap by leap, �n the wan wh�te moonl�ght. And leap
by leap, l�ke some pale frost wra�th, the snowshoe rabb�t flashed on
ahead.

All that st�rr�ng of old �nst�ncts wh�ch at stated per�ods dr�ves men
out from the sound�ng c�t�es to forest and pla�n to k�ll th�ngs by
chem�cally propelled leaden pellets, the blood lust, the joy to k�ll—all
th�s was Buck’s, only �t was �nf�n�tely more �nt�mate. He was rang�ng
at the head of the pack, runn�ng the w�ld th�ng down, the l�v�ng meat,
to k�ll w�th h�s own teeth and wash h�s muzzle to the eyes �n warm
blood.

There �s an ecstasy that marks the summ�t of l�fe, and beyond
wh�ch l�fe cannot r�se. And such �s the paradox of l�v�ng, th�s ecstasy
comes when one �s most al�ve, and �t comes as a complete



forgetfulness that one �s al�ve. Th�s ecstasy, th�s forgetfulness of
l�v�ng, comes to the art�st, caught up and out of h�mself �n a sheet of
flame; �t comes to the sold�er, war-mad on a str�cken f�eld and
refus�ng quarter; and �t came to Buck, lead�ng the pack, sound�ng the
old wolf-cry, stra�n�ng after the food that was al�ve and that fled
sw�ftly before h�m through the moonl�ght. He was sound�ng the
deeps of h�s nature, and of the parts of h�s nature that were deeper
than he, go�ng back �nto the womb of T�me. He was mastered by the
sheer surg�ng of l�fe, the t�dal wave of be�ng, the perfect joy of each
separate muscle, jo�nt, and s�new �n that �t was everyth�ng that was
not death, that �t was aglow and rampant, express�ng �tself �n
movement, fly�ng exultantly under the stars and over the face of
dead matter that d�d not move.

But Sp�tz, cold and calculat�ng even �n h�s supreme moods, left the
pack and cut across a narrow neck of land where the creek made a
long bend around. Buck d�d not know of th�s, and as he rounded the
bend, the frost wra�th of a rabb�t st�ll fl�tt�ng before h�m, he saw
another and larger frost wra�th leap from the overhang�ng bank �nto
the �mmed�ate path of the rabb�t. It was Sp�tz. The rabb�t could not
turn, and as the wh�te teeth broke �ts back �n m�d a�r �t shr�eked as
loudly as a str�cken man may shr�ek. At sound of th�s, the cry of L�fe
plung�ng down from L�fe’s apex �n the gr�p of Death, the fall pack at
Buck’s heels ra�sed a hell’s chorus of del�ght.

Buck d�d not cry out. He d�d not check h�mself, but drove �n upon
Sp�tz, shoulder to shoulder, so hard that he m�ssed the throat. They
rolled over and over �n the powdery snow. Sp�tz ga�ned h�s feet
almost as though he had not been overthrown, slash�ng Buck down
the shoulder and leap�ng clear. Tw�ce h�s teeth cl�pped together, l�ke
the steel jaws of a trap, as he backed away for better foot�ng, w�th
lean and l�ft�ng l�ps that wr�thed and snarled.

In a flash Buck knew �t. The t�me had come. It was to the death. As
they c�rcled about, snarl�ng, ears la�d back, keenly watchful for the
advantage, the scene came to Buck w�th a sense of fam�l�ar�ty. He
seemed to remember �t all,—the wh�te woods, and earth, and
moonl�ght, and the thr�ll of battle. Over the wh�teness and s�lence
brooded a ghostly calm. There was not the fa�ntest wh�sper of a�r—



noth�ng moved, not a leaf qu�vered, the v�s�ble breaths of the dogs
r�s�ng slowly and l�nger�ng �n the frosty a�r. They had made short
work of the snowshoe rabb�t, these dogs that were �ll-tamed wolves;
and they were now drawn up �n an expectant c�rcle. They, too, were
s�lent, the�r eyes only gleam�ng and the�r breaths dr�ft�ng slowly
upward. To Buck �t was noth�ng new or strange, th�s scene of old
t�me. It was as though �t had always been, the wonted way of th�ngs.

Sp�tz was a pract�sed f�ghter. From Sp�tzbergen through the Arct�c,
and across Canada and the Barrens, he had held h�s own w�th all
manner of dogs and ach�eved to mastery over them. B�tter rage was
h�s, but never bl�nd rage. In pass�on to rend and destroy, he never
forgot that h�s enemy was �n l�ke pass�on to rend and destroy. He
never rushed t�ll he was prepared to rece�ve a rush; never attacked
t�ll he had f�rst defended that attack.

In va�n Buck strove to s�nk h�s teeth �n the neck of the b�g wh�te
dog. Wherever h�s fangs struck for the softer flesh, they were
countered by the fangs of Sp�tz. Fang clashed fang, and l�ps were
cut and bleed�ng, but Buck could not penetrate h�s enemy’s guard.
Then he warmed up and enveloped Sp�tz �n a wh�rlw�nd of rushes.
T�me and t�me aga�n he tr�ed for the snow-wh�te throat, where l�fe
bubbled near to the surface, and each t�me and every t�me Sp�tz
slashed h�m and got away. Then Buck took to rush�ng, as though for
the throat, when, suddenly draw�ng back h�s head and curv�ng �n
from the s�de, he would dr�ve h�s shoulder at the shoulder of Sp�tz,
as a ram by wh�ch to overthrow h�m. But �nstead, Buck’s shoulder
was slashed down each t�me as Sp�tz leaped l�ghtly away.

Sp�tz was untouched, wh�le Buck was stream�ng w�th blood and
pant�ng hard. The f�ght was grow�ng desperate. And all the wh�le the
s�lent and wolf�sh c�rcle wa�ted to f�n�sh off wh�chever dog went
down. As Buck grew w�nded, Sp�tz took to rush�ng, and he kept h�m
stagger�ng for foot�ng. Once Buck went over, and the whole c�rcle of
s�xty dogs started up; but he recovered h�mself, almost �n m�d a�r,
and the c�rcle sank down aga�n and wa�ted.

But Buck possessed a qual�ty that made for greatness—
�mag�nat�on. He fought by �nst�nct, but he could f�ght by head as well.
He rushed, as though attempt�ng the old shoulder tr�ck, but at the



last �nstant swept low to the snow and �n. H�s teeth closed on Sp�tz’s
left fore leg. There was a crunch of break�ng bone, and the wh�te dog
faced h�m on three legs. Thr�ce he tr�ed to knock h�m over, then
repeated the tr�ck and broke the r�ght fore leg. Desp�te the pa�n and
helplessness, Sp�tz struggled madly to keep up. He saw the s�lent
c�rcle, w�th gleam�ng eyes, loll�ng tongues, and s�lvery breaths
dr�ft�ng upward, clos�ng �n upon h�m as he had seen s�m�lar c�rcles
close �n upon beaten antagon�sts �n the past. Only th�s t�me he was
the one who was beaten.

There was no hope for h�m. Buck was �nexorable. Mercy was a
th�ng reserved for gentler cl�mes. He manœuvred for the f�nal rush.
The c�rcle had t�ghtened t�ll he could feel the breaths of the husk�es
on h�s flanks. He could see them, beyond Sp�tz and to e�ther s�de,
half crouch�ng for the spr�ng, the�r eyes f�xed upon h�m. A pause
seemed to fall. Every an�mal was mot�onless as though turned to
stone. Only Sp�tz qu�vered and br�stled as he staggered back and
forth, snarl�ng w�th horr�ble menace, as though to fr�ghten off
�mpend�ng death. Then Buck sprang �n and out; but wh�le he was �n,
shoulder had at last squarely met shoulder. The dark c�rcle became
a dot on the moon-flooded snow as Sp�tz d�sappeared from v�ew.
Buck stood and looked on, the successful champ�on, the dom�nant
pr�mord�al beast who had made h�s k�ll and found �t good.



Chapter IV.
Who Has Won to Mastersh�p

“Eh? Wot I say? I sp�k true w’en I say dat Buck two dev�ls.” Th�s
was Franço�s’s speech next morn�ng when he d�scovered Sp�tz
m�ss�ng and Buck covered w�th wounds. He drew h�m to the f�re and
by �ts l�ght po�nted them out.

“Dat Sp�tz f�ght lak hell,” sa�d Perrault, as he surveyed the gap�ng
r�ps and cuts.

“An’ dat Buck f�ght lak two hells,” was Franço�s’s answer. “An’ now
we make good t�me. No more Sp�tz, no more trouble, sure.”

Wh�le Perrault packed the camp outf�t and loaded the sled, the
dog-dr�ver proceeded to harness the dogs. Buck trotted up to the
place Sp�tz would have occup�ed as leader; but Franço�s, not
not�c�ng h�m, brought Sol-leks to the coveted pos�t�on. In h�s
judgment, Sol-leks was the best lead-dog left. Buck sprang upon
Sol-leks �n a fury, dr�v�ng h�m back and stand�ng �n h�s place.

“Eh? eh?” Franço�s cr�ed, slapp�ng h�s th�ghs gleefully. “Look at dat
Buck. Heem keel dat Sp�tz, heem t’�nk to take de job.”

“Go ’way, Chook!” he cr�ed, but Buck refused to budge.
He took Buck by the scruff of the neck, and though the dog

growled threaten�ngly, dragged h�m to one s�de and replaced Sol-
leks. The old dog d�d not l�ke �t, and showed pla�nly that he was
afra�d of Buck. Franço�s was obdurate, but when he turned h�s back
Buck aga�n d�splaced Sol-leks, who was not at all unw�ll�ng to go.

Franço�s was angry. “Now, by Gar, I feex you!” he cr�ed, com�ng
back w�th a heavy club �n h�s hand.

Buck remembered the man �n the red sweater, and retreated
slowly; nor d�d he attempt to charge �n when Sol-leks was once more
brought forward. But he c�rcled just beyond the range of the club,



snarl�ng w�th b�tterness and rage; and wh�le he c�rcled he watched
the club so as to dodge �t �f thrown by Franço�s, for he was become
w�se �n the way of clubs. The dr�ver went about h�s work, and he
called to Buck when he was ready to put h�m �n h�s old place �n front
of Dave. Buck retreated two or three steps. Franço�s followed h�m
up, whereupon he aga�n retreated. After some t�me of th�s, Franço�s
threw down the club, th�nk�ng that Buck feared a thrash�ng. But Buck
was �n open revolt. He wanted, not to escape a clubb�ng, but to have
the leadersh�p. It was h�s by r�ght. He had earned �t, and he would
not be content w�th less.

Perrault took a hand. Between them they ran h�m about for the
better part of an hour. They threw clubs at h�m. He dodged. They
cursed h�m, and h�s fathers and mothers before h�m, and all h�s seed
to come after h�m down to the remotest generat�on, and every ha�r
on h�s body and drop of blood �n h�s ve�ns; and he answered curse
w�th snarl and kept out of the�r reach. He d�d not try to run away, but
retreated around and around the camp, advert�s�ng pla�nly that when
h�s des�re was met, he would come �n and be good.

Franço�s sat down and scratched h�s head. Perrault looked at h�s
watch and swore. T�me was fly�ng, and they should have been on
the tra�l an hour gone. Franço�s scratched h�s head aga�n. He shook
�t and gr�nned sheep�shly at the cour�er, who shrugged h�s shoulders
�n s�gn that they were beaten. Then Franço�s went up to where Sol-
leks stood and called to Buck. Buck laughed, as dogs laugh, yet kept
h�s d�stance. Franço�s unfastened Sol-leks’s traces and put h�m back
�n h�s old place. The team stood harnessed to the sled �n an
unbroken l�ne, ready for the tra�l. There was no place for Buck save
at the front. Once more Franço�s called, and once more Buck
laughed and kept away.

“T’row down de club,” Perrault commanded.
Franço�s compl�ed, whereupon Buck trotted �n, laugh�ng

tr�umphantly, and swung around �nto pos�t�on at the head of the
team. H�s traces were fastened, the sled broken out, and w�th both
men runn�ng they dashed out on to the r�ver tra�l.

H�ghly as the dog-dr�ver had forevalued Buck, w�th h�s two dev�ls,
he found, wh�le the day was yet young, that he had undervalued. At



a bound Buck took up the dut�es of leadersh�p; and where judgment
was requ�red, and qu�ck th�nk�ng and qu�ck act�ng, he showed
h�mself the super�or even of Sp�tz, of whom Franço�s had never seen
an equal.

But �t was �n g�v�ng the law and mak�ng h�s mates l�ve up to �t, that
Buck excelled. Dave and Sol-leks d�d not m�nd the change �n
leadersh�p. It was none of the�r bus�ness. The�r bus�ness was to to�l,
and to�l m�ght�ly, �n the traces. So long as that were not �nterfered
w�th, they d�d not care what happened. B�llee, the good-natured,
could lead for all they cared, so long as he kept order. The rest of the
team, however, had grown unruly dur�ng the last days of Sp�tz, and
the�r surpr�se was great now that Buck proceeded to l�ck them �nto
shape.

P�ke, who pulled at Buck’s heels, and who never put an ounce
more of h�s we�ght aga�nst the breast-band than he was compelled to
do, was sw�ftly and repeatedly shaken for loaf�ng; and ere the f�rst
day was done he was pull�ng more than ever before �n h�s l�fe. The
f�rst n�ght �n camp, Joe, the sour one, was pun�shed roundly—a th�ng
that Sp�tz had never succeeded �n do�ng. Buck s�mply smothered
h�m by v�rtue of super�or we�ght, and cut h�m up t�ll he ceased
snapp�ng and began to wh�ne for mercy.

The general tone of the team p�cked up �mmed�ately. It recovered
�ts old-t�me sol�dar�ty, and once more the dogs leaped as one dog �n
the traces. At the R�nk Rap�ds two nat�ve husk�es, Teek and Koona,
were added; and the celer�ty w�th wh�ch Buck broke them �n took
away Franço�s’s breath.

“Neva�re such a dog as dat Buck!” he cr�ed. “No, neva�re! Heem
worth one t’ousan’ dolla�r, by Gar! Eh? Wot you say, Perrault?”

And Perrault nodded. He was ahead of the record then, and
ga�n�ng day by day. The tra�l was �n excellent cond�t�on, well packed
and hard, and there was no new-fallen snow w�th wh�ch to contend.
It was not too cold. The temperature dropped to f�fty below zero and
rema�ned there the whole tr�p. The men rode and ran by turn, and
the dogs were kept on the jump, w�th but �nfrequent stoppages.

The Th�rty M�le R�ver was comparat�vely coated w�th �ce, and they
covered �n one day go�ng out what had taken them ten days com�ng



�n. In one run they made a s�xty-m�le dash from the foot of Lake Le
Barge to the Wh�te Horse Rap�ds. Across Marsh, Tag�sh, and
Bennett (seventy m�les of lakes), they flew so fast that the man
whose turn �t was to run towed beh�nd the sled at the end of a rope.
And on the last n�ght of the second week they topped Wh�te Pass
and dropped down the sea slope w�th the l�ghts of Skaguay and of
the sh�pp�ng at the�r feet.

It was a record run. Each day for fourteen days they had averaged
forty m�les. For three days Perrault and Franço�s threw chests up
and down the ma�n street of Skaguay and were deluged w�th
�nv�tat�ons to dr�nk, wh�le the team was the constant centre of a
worsh�pful crowd of dog-busters and mushers. Then three or four
western bad men asp�red to clean out the town, were r�ddled l�ke
pepper-boxes for the�r pa�ns, and publ�c �nterest turned to other �dols.
Next came off�c�al orders. Franço�s called Buck to h�m, threw h�s
arms around h�m, wept over h�m. And that was the last of Franço�s
and Perrault. L�ke other men, they passed out of Buck’s l�fe for good.

A Scotch half-breed took charge of h�m and h�s mates, and �n
company w�th a dozen other dog-teams he started back over the
weary tra�l to Dawson. It was no l�ght runn�ng now, nor record t�me,
but heavy to�l each day, w�th a heavy load beh�nd; for th�s was the
ma�l tra�n, carry�ng word from the world to the men who sought gold
under the shadow of the Pole.

Buck d�d not l�ke �t, but he bore up well to the work, tak�ng pr�de �n
�t after the manner of Dave and Sol-leks, and see�ng that h�s mates,
whether they pr�ded �n �t or not, d�d the�r fa�r share. It was a
monotonous l�fe, operat�ng w�th mach�ne-l�ke regular�ty. One day was
very l�ke another. At a certa�n t�me each morn�ng the cooks turned
out, f�res were bu�lt, and breakfast was eaten. Then, wh�le some
broke camp, others harnessed the dogs, and they were under way
an hour or so before the darkness fell wh�ch gave warn�ng of dawn.
At n�ght, camp was made. Some p�tched the fl�es, others cut
f�rewood and p�ne boughs for the beds, and st�ll others carr�ed water
or �ce for the cooks. Also, the dogs were fed. To them, th�s was the
one feature of the day, though �t was good to loaf around, after the
f�sh was eaten, for an hour or so w�th the other dogs, of wh�ch there



were f�vescore and odd. There were f�erce f�ghters among them, but
three battles w�th the f�ercest brought Buck to mastery, so that when
he br�stled and showed h�s teeth they got out of h�s way.

Best of all, perhaps, he loved to l�e near the f�re, h�nd legs
crouched under h�m, fore legs stretched out �n front, head ra�sed,
and eyes bl�nk�ng dream�ly at the flames. Somet�mes he thought of
Judge M�ller’s b�g house �n the sun-k�ssed Santa Clara Valley, and of
the cement sw�mm�ng-tank, and Ysabel, the Mex�can ha�rless, and
Toots, the Japanese pug; but oftener he remembered the man �n the
red sweater, the death of Curly, the great f�ght w�th Sp�tz, and the
good th�ngs he had eaten or would l�ke to eat. He was not homes�ck.
The Sunland was very d�m and d�stant, and such memor�es had no
power over h�m. Far more potent were the memor�es of h�s hered�ty
that gave th�ngs he had never seen before a seem�ng fam�l�ar�ty; the
�nst�ncts (wh�ch were but the memor�es of h�s ancestors become
hab�ts) wh�ch had lapsed �n later days, and st�ll later, �n h�m,
qu�ckened and become al�ve aga�n.

Somet�mes as he crouched there, bl�nk�ng dream�ly at the flames,
�t seemed that the flames were of another f�re, and that as he
crouched by th�s other f�re he saw another and d�fferent man from
the half-breed cook before h�m. Th�s other man was shorter of leg
and longer of arm, w�th muscles that were str�ngy and knotty rather
than rounded and swell�ng. The ha�r of th�s man was long and
matted, and h�s head slanted back under �t from the eyes. He uttered
strange sounds, and seemed very much afra�d of the darkness, �nto
wh�ch he peered cont�nually, clutch�ng �n h�s hand, wh�ch hung
m�dway between knee and foot, a st�ck w�th a heavy stone made fast
to the end. He was all but naked, a ragged and f�re-scorched sk�n
hang�ng part way down h�s back, but on h�s body there was much
ha�r. In some places, across the chest and shoulders and down the
outs�de of the arms and th�ghs, �t was matted �nto almost a th�ck fur.
He d�d not stand erect, but w�th trunk �ncl�ned forward from the h�ps,
on legs that bent at the knees. About h�s body there was a pecul�ar
spr�ng�ness, or res�l�ency, almost catl�ke, and a qu�ck alertness as of
one who l�ved �n perpetual fear of th�ngs seen and unseen.



At other t�mes th�s ha�ry man squatted by the f�re w�th head
between h�s legs and slept. On such occas�ons h�s elbows were on
h�s knees, h�s hands clasped above h�s head as though to shed ra�n
by the ha�ry arms. And beyond that f�re, �n the c�rcl�ng darkness,
Buck could see many gleam�ng coals, two by two, always two by
two, wh�ch he knew to be the eyes of great beasts of prey. And he
could hear the crash�ng of the�r bod�es through the undergrowth, and
the no�ses they made �n the n�ght. And dream�ng there by the Yukon
bank, w�th lazy eyes bl�nk�ng at the f�re, these sounds and s�ghts of
another world would make the ha�r to r�se along h�s back and stand
on end across h�s shoulders and up h�s neck, t�ll he wh�mpered low
and suppressedly, or growled softly, and the half-breed cook shouted
at h�m, “Hey, you Buck, wake up!” Whereupon the other world would
van�sh and the real world come �nto h�s eyes, and he would get up
and yawn and stretch as though he had been asleep.

It was a hard tr�p, w�th the ma�l beh�nd them, and the heavy work
wore them down. They were short of we�ght and �n poor cond�t�on
when they made Dawson, and should have had a ten days’ or a
week’s rest at least. But �n two days’ t�me they dropped down the
Yukon bank from the Barracks, loaded w�th letters for the outs�de.
The dogs were t�red, the dr�vers grumbl�ng, and to make matters
worse, �t snowed every day. Th�s meant a soft tra�l, greater fr�ct�on on
the runners, and heav�er pull�ng for the dogs; yet the dr�vers were fa�r
through �t all, and d�d the�r best for the an�mals.

Each n�ght the dogs were attended to f�rst. They ate before the
dr�vers ate, and no man sought h�s sleep�ng-robe t�ll he had seen to
the feet of the dogs he drove. St�ll, the�r strength went down. S�nce
the beg�nn�ng of the w�nter they had travelled e�ghteen hundred
m�les, dragg�ng sleds the whole weary d�stance; and e�ghteen
hundred m�les w�ll tell upon l�fe of the toughest. Buck stood �t,
keep�ng h�s mates up to the�r work and ma�nta�n�ng d�sc�pl�ne, though
he, too, was very t�red. B�llee cr�ed and wh�mpered regularly �n h�s
sleep each n�ght. Joe was sourer than ever, and Sol-leks was
unapproachable, bl�nd s�de or other s�de.

But �t was Dave who suffered most of all. Someth�ng had gone
wrong w�th h�m. He became more morose and �rr�table, and when



camp was p�tched at once made h�s nest, where h�s dr�ver fed h�m.
Once out of the harness and down, he d�d not get on h�s feet aga�n
t�ll harness-up t�me �n the morn�ng. Somet�mes, �n the traces, when
jerked by a sudden stoppage of the sled, or by stra�n�ng to start �t, he
would cry out w�th pa�n. The dr�ver exam�ned h�m, but could f�nd
noth�ng. All the dr�vers became �nterested �n h�s case. They talked �t
over at meal-t�me, and over the�r last p�pes before go�ng to bed, and
one n�ght they held a consultat�on. He was brought from h�s nest to
the f�re and was pressed and prodded t�ll he cr�ed out many t�mes.
Someth�ng was wrong �ns�de, but they could locate no broken bones,
could not make �t out.

By the t�me Cass�ar Bar was reached, he was so weak that he was
fall�ng repeatedly �n the traces. The Scotch half-breed called a halt
and took h�m out of the team, mak�ng the next dog, Sol-leks, fast to
the sled. H�s �ntent�on was to rest Dave, lett�ng h�m run free beh�nd
the sled. S�ck as he was, Dave resented be�ng taken out, grunt�ng
and growl�ng wh�le the traces were unfastened, and wh�mper�ng
broken-heartedly when he saw Sol-leks �n the pos�t�on he had held
and served so long. For the pr�de of trace and tra�l was h�s, and, s�ck
unto death, he could not bear that another dog should do h�s work.

When the sled started, he floundered �n the soft snow alongs�de
the beaten tra�l, attack�ng Sol-leks w�th h�s teeth, rush�ng aga�nst h�m
and try�ng to thrust h�m off �nto the soft snow on the other s�de,
str�v�ng to leap �ns�de h�s traces and get between h�m and the sled,
and all the wh�le wh�n�ng and yelp�ng and cry�ng w�th gr�ef and pa�n.
The half-breed tr�ed to dr�ve h�m away w�th the wh�p; but he pa�d no
heed to the st�ng�ng lash, and the man had not the heart to str�ke
harder. Dave refused to run qu�etly on the tra�l beh�nd the sled,
where the go�ng was easy, but cont�nued to flounder alongs�de �n the
soft snow, where the go�ng was most d�ff�cult, t�ll exhausted. Then he
fell, and lay where he fell, howl�ng lugubr�ously as the long tra�n of
sleds churned by.

W�th the last remnant of h�s strength he managed to stagger along
beh�nd t�ll the tra�n made another stop, when he floundered past the
sleds to h�s own, where he stood alongs�de Sol-leks. H�s dr�ver
l�ngered a moment to get a l�ght for h�s p�pe from the man beh�nd.



Then he returned and started h�s dogs. They swung out on the tra�l
w�th remarkable lack of exert�on, turned the�r heads uneas�ly, and
stopped �n surpr�se. The dr�ver was surpr�sed, too; the sled had not
moved. He called h�s comrades to w�tness the s�ght. Dave had b�tten
through both of Sol-leks’s traces, and was stand�ng d�rectly �n front of
the sled �n h�s proper place.

He pleaded w�th h�s eyes to rema�n there. The dr�ver was
perplexed. H�s comrades talked of how a dog could break �ts heart
through be�ng den�ed the work that k�lled �t, and recalled �nstances
they had known, where dogs, too old for the to�l, or �njured, had d�ed
because they were cut out of the traces. Also, they held �t a mercy,
s�nce Dave was to d�e anyway, that he should d�e �n the traces,
heart-easy and content. So he was harnessed �n aga�n, and proudly
he pulled as of old, though more than once he cr�ed out �nvoluntar�ly
from the b�te of h�s �nward hurt. Several t�mes he fell down and was
dragged �n the traces, and once the sled ran upon h�m so that he
l�mped thereafter �n one of h�s h�nd legs.

But he held out t�ll camp was reached, when h�s dr�ver made a
place for h�m by the f�re. Morn�ng found h�m too weak to travel. At
harness-up t�me he tr�ed to crawl to h�s dr�ver. By convuls�ve efforts
he got on h�s feet, staggered, and fell. Then he wormed h�s way
forward slowly toward where the harnesses were be�ng put on h�s
mates. He would advance h�s fore legs and drag up h�s body w�th a
sort of h�tch�ng movement, when he would advance h�s fore legs and
h�tch ahead aga�n for a few more �nches. H�s strength left h�m, and
the last h�s mates saw of h�m he lay gasp�ng �n the snow and
yearn�ng toward them. But they could hear h�m mournfully howl�ng t�ll
they passed out of s�ght beh�nd a belt of r�ver t�mber.

Here the tra�n was halted. The Scotch half-breed slowly retraced
h�s steps to the camp they had left. The men ceased talk�ng. A
revolver-shot rang out. The man came back hurr�edly. The wh�ps
snapped, the bells t�nkled merr�ly, the sleds churned along the tra�l;
but Buck knew, and every dog knew, what had taken place beh�nd
the belt of r�ver trees.



Chapter V.
The To�l of Trace and Tra�l

Th�rty days from the t�me �t left Dawson, the Salt Water Ma�l, w�th
Buck and h�s mates at the fore, arr�ved at Skaguay. They were �n a
wretched state, worn out and worn down. Buck’s one hundred and
forty pounds had dw�ndled to one hundred and f�fteen. The rest of h�s
mates, though l�ghter dogs, had relat�vely lost more we�ght than he.
P�ke, the mal�ngerer, who, �n h�s l�fet�me of dece�t, had often
successfully fe�gned a hurt leg, was now l�mp�ng �n earnest. Sol-leks
was l�mp�ng, and Dub was suffer�ng from a wrenched shoulder-
blade.

They were all terr�bly footsore. No spr�ng or rebound was left �n
them. The�r feet fell heav�ly on the tra�l, jarr�ng the�r bod�es and
doubl�ng the fat�gue of a day’s travel. There was noth�ng the matter
w�th them except that they were dead t�red. It was not the dead-
t�redness that comes through br�ef and excess�ve effort, from wh�ch
recovery �s a matter of hours; but �t was the dead-t�redness that
comes through the slow and prolonged strength dra�nage of months
of to�l. There was no power of recuperat�on left, no reserve strength
to call upon. It had been all used, the last least b�t of �t. Every
muscle, every f�bre, every cell, was t�red, dead t�red. And there was
reason for �t. In less than f�ve months they had travelled twenty-f�ve
hundred m�les, dur�ng the last e�ghteen hundred of wh�ch they had
had but f�ve days’ rest. When they arr�ved at Skaguay they were
apparently on the�r last legs. They could barely keep the traces taut,
and on the down grades just managed to keep out of the way of the
sled.

“Mush on, poor sore feets,” the dr�ver encouraged them as they
tottered down the ma�n street of Skaguay. “D�s �s de las’. Den we get
one long res’. Eh? For sure. One bully long res’.”



The dr�vers conf�dently expected a long stopover. Themselves,
they had covered twelve hundred m�les w�th two days’ rest, and �n
the nature of reason and common just�ce they deserved an �nterval
of loaf�ng. But so many were the men who had rushed �nto the
Klond�ke, and so many were the sweethearts, w�ves, and k�n that
had not rushed �n, that the congested ma�l was tak�ng on Alp�ne
proport�ons; also, there were off�c�al orders. Fresh batches of
Hudson Bay dogs were to take the places of those worthless for the
tra�l. The worthless ones were to be got r�d of, and, s�nce dogs count
for l�ttle aga�nst dollars, they were to be sold.

Three days passed, by wh�ch t�me Buck and h�s mates found how
really t�red and weak they were. Then, on the morn�ng of the fourth
day, two men from the States came along and bought them, harness
and all, for a song. The men addressed each other as “Hal” and
“Charles.” Charles was a m�ddle-aged, l�ght�sh-colored man, w�th
weak and watery eyes and a mustache that tw�sted f�ercely and
v�gorously up, g�v�ng the l�e to the l�mply droop�ng l�p �t concealed.
Hal was a youngster of n�neteen or twenty, w�th a b�g Colt’s revolver
and a hunt�ng-kn�fe strapped about h�m on a belt that fa�rly br�stled
w�th cartr�dges. Th�s belt was the most sal�ent th�ng about h�m. It
advert�sed h�s callowness—a callowness sheer and unutterable.
Both men were man�festly out of place, and why such as they should
adventure the North �s part of the mystery of th�ngs that passes
understand�ng.

Buck heard the chaffer�ng, saw the money pass between the man
and the Government agent, and knew that the Scotch half-breed and
the ma�l-tra�n dr�vers were pass�ng out of h�s l�fe on the heels of
Perrault and Franço�s and the others who had gone before. When
dr�ven w�th h�s mates to the new owners’ camp, Buck saw a sl�pshod
and slovenly affa�r, tent half stretched, d�shes unwashed, everyth�ng
�n d�sorder; also, he saw a woman. “Mercedes” the men called her.
She was Charles’s w�fe and Hal’s s�ster—a n�ce fam�ly party.

Buck watched them apprehens�vely as they proceeded to take
down the tent and load the sled. There was a great deal of effort
about the�r manner, but no bus�nessl�ke method. The tent was rolled
�nto an awkward bundle three t�mes as large as �t should have been.



The t�n d�shes were packed away unwashed. Mercedes cont�nually
fluttered �n the way of her men and kept up an unbroken chatter�ng
of remonstrance and adv�ce. When they put a clothes-sack on the
front of the sled, she suggested �t should go on the back; and when
they had put �t on the back, and covered �t over w�th a couple of
other bundles, she d�scovered overlooked art�cles wh�ch could ab�de
nowhere else but �n that very sack, and they unloaded aga�n.

Three men from a ne�ghbor�ng tent came out and looked on,
gr�nn�ng and w�nk�ng at one another.

“You’ve got a r�ght smart load as �t �s,” sa�d one of them; “and �t’s
not me should tell you your bus�ness, but I wouldn’t tote that tent
along �f I was you.”

“Undreamed of!” cr�ed Mercedes, throw�ng up her hands �n da�nty
d�smay. “However �n the world could I manage w�thout a tent?”

“It’s spr�ngt�me, and you won’t get any more cold weather,” the
man repl�ed.

She shook her head dec�dedly, and Charles and Hal put the last
odds and ends on top the mounta�nous load.

“Th�nk �t’ll r�de?” one of the men asked.
“Why shouldn’t �t?” Charles demanded rather shortly.
“Oh, that’s all r�ght, that’s all r�ght,” the man hastened meekly to

say. “I was just a-wonder�n’, that �s all. It seemed a m�te top-heavy.”
Charles turned h�s back and drew the lash�ngs down as well as he

could, wh�ch was not �n the least well.
“An’ of course the dogs can h�ke along all day w�th that contrapt�on

beh�nd them,” aff�rmed a second of the men.
“Certa�nly,” sa�d Hal, w�th freez�ng pol�teness, tak�ng hold of the

gee-pole w�th one hand and sw�ng�ng h�s wh�p from the other.
“Mush!” he shouted. “Mush on there!”

The dogs sprang aga�nst the breast-bands, stra�ned hard for a few
moments, then relaxed. They were unable to move the sled.

“The lazy brutes, I’ll show them,” he cr�ed, prepar�ng to lash out at
them w�th the wh�p.



But Mercedes �nterfered, cry�ng, “Oh, Hal, you mustn’t,” as she
caught hold of the wh�p and wrenched �t from h�m. “The poor dears!
Now you must prom�se you won’t be harsh w�th them for the rest of
the tr�p, or I won’t go a step.”

“Prec�ous lot you know about dogs,” her brother sneered; “and I
w�sh you’d leave me alone. They’re lazy, I tell you, and you’ve got to
wh�p them to get anyth�ng out of them. That’s the�r way. You ask any
one. Ask one of those men.”

Mercedes looked at them �mplor�ngly, untold repugnance at s�ght
of pa�n wr�tten �n her pretty face.

“They’re weak as water, �f you want to know,” came the reply from
one of the men. “Plum tuckered out, that’s what’s the matter. They
need a rest.”

“Rest be blanked,” sa�d Hal, w�th h�s beardless l�ps; and Mercedes
sa�d, “Oh!” �n pa�n and sorrow at the oath.

But she was a clann�sh creature, and rushed at once to the
defence of her brother. “Never m�nd that man,” she sa�d po�ntedly.
“You’re dr�v�ng our dogs, and you do what you th�nk best w�th them.”

Aga�n Hal’s wh�p fell upon the dogs. They threw themselves
aga�nst the breast-bands, dug the�r feet �nto the packed snow, got
down low to �t, and put forth all the�r strength. The sled held as
though �t were an anchor. After two efforts, they stood st�ll, pant�ng.
The wh�p was wh�stl�ng savagely, when once more Mercedes
�nterfered. She dropped on her knees before Buck, w�th tears �n her
eyes, and put her arms around h�s neck.

“You poor, poor dears,” she cr�ed sympathet�cally, “why don’t you
pull hard?—then you wouldn’t be wh�pped.” Buck d�d not l�ke her, but
he was feel�ng too m�serable to res�st her, tak�ng �t as part of the
day’s m�serable work.

One of the onlookers, who had been clench�ng h�s teeth to
suppress hot speech, now spoke up:—

“It’s not that I care a whoop what becomes of you, but for the dogs’
sakes I just want to tell you, you can help them a m�ghty lot by
break�ng out that sled. The runners are froze fast. Throw your we�ght
aga�nst the gee-pole, r�ght and left, and break �t out.”



A th�rd t�me the attempt was made, but th�s t�me, follow�ng the
adv�ce, Hal broke out the runners wh�ch had been frozen to the
snow. The overloaded and unw�eldy sled forged ahead, Buck and h�s
mates struggl�ng frant�cally under the ra�n of blows. A hundred yards
ahead the path turned and sloped steeply �nto the ma�n street. It
would have requ�red an exper�enced man to keep the top-heavy sled
upr�ght, and Hal was not such a man. As they swung on the turn the
sled went over, sp�ll�ng half �ts load through the loose lash�ngs. The
dogs never stopped. The l�ghtened sled bounded on �ts s�de beh�nd
them. They were angry because of the �ll treatment they had
rece�ved and the unjust load. Buck was rag�ng. He broke �nto a run,
the team follow�ng h�s lead. Hal cr�ed “Whoa! whoa!” but they gave
no heed. He tr�pped and was pulled off h�s feet. The caps�zed sled
ground over h�m, and the dogs dashed on up the street, add�ng to
the gayety of Skaguay as they scattered the rema�nder of the outf�t
along �ts ch�ef thoroughfare.

K�nd-hearted c�t�zens caught the dogs and gathered up the
scattered belong�ngs. Also, they gave adv�ce. Half the load and tw�ce
the dogs, �f they ever expected to reach Dawson, was what was
sa�d. Hal and h�s s�ster and brother-�n-law l�stened unw�ll�ngly,
p�tched tent, and overhauled the outf�t. Canned goods were turned
out that made men laugh, for canned goods on the Long Tra�l �s a
th�ng to dream about. “Blankets for a hotel” quoth one of the men
who laughed and helped. “Half as many �s too much; get r�d of them.
Throw away that tent, and all those d�shes,—who’s go�ng to wash
them, anyway? Good Lord, do you th�nk you’re travell�ng on a
Pullman?”

And so �t went, the �nexorable el�m�nat�on of the superfluous.
Mercedes cr�ed when her clothes-bags were dumped on the ground
and art�cle after art�cle was thrown out. She cr�ed �n general, and she
cr�ed �n part�cular over each d�scarded th�ng. She clasped hands
about knees, rock�ng back and forth broken-heartedly. She averred
she would not go an �nch, not for a dozen Charleses. She appealed
to everybody and to everyth�ng, f�nally w�p�ng her eyes and
proceed�ng to cast out even art�cles of apparel that were �mperat�ve
necessar�es. And �n her zeal, when she had f�n�shed w�th her own,



she attacked the belong�ngs of her men and went through them l�ke
a tornado.

Th�s accompl�shed, the outf�t, though cut �n half, was st�ll a
form�dable bulk. Charles and Hal went out �n the even�ng and bought
s�x Outs�de dogs. These, added to the s�x of the or�g�nal team, and
Teek and Koona, the husk�es obta�ned at the R�nk Rap�ds on the
record tr�p, brought the team up to fourteen. But the Outs�de dogs,
though pract�cally broken �n s�nce the�r land�ng, d�d not amount to
much. Three were short-ha�red po�nters, one was a Newfoundland,
and the other two were mongrels of �ndeterm�nate breed. They d�d
not seem to know anyth�ng, these newcomers. Buck and h�s
comrades looked upon them w�th d�sgust, and though he speed�ly
taught them the�r places and what not to do, he could not teach them
what to do. They d�d not take k�ndly to trace and tra�l. W�th the
except�on of the two mongrels, they were bew�ldered and sp�r�t-
broken by the strange savage env�ronment �n wh�ch they found
themselves and by the �ll treatment they had rece�ved. The two
mongrels were w�thout sp�r�t at all; bones were the only th�ngs
breakable about them.

W�th the newcomers hopeless and forlorn, and the old team worn
out by twenty-f�ve hundred m�les of cont�nuous tra�l, the outlook was
anyth�ng but br�ght. The two men, however, were qu�te cheerful. And
they were proud, too. They were do�ng the th�ng �n style, w�th
fourteen dogs. They had seen other sleds depart over the Pass for
Dawson, or come �n from Dawson, but never had they seen a sled
w�th so many as fourteen dogs. In the nature of Arct�c travel there
was a reason why fourteen dogs should not drag one sled, and that
was that one sled could not carry the food for fourteen dogs. But
Charles and Hal d�d not know th�s. They had worked the tr�p out w�th
a penc�l, so much to a dog, so many dogs, so many days, Q.E.D.
Mercedes looked over the�r shoulders and nodded comprehens�vely,
�t was all so very s�mple.

Late next morn�ng Buck led the long team up the street. There was
noth�ng l�vely about �t, no snap or go �n h�m and h�s fellows. They
were start�ng dead weary. Four t�mes he had covered the d�stance
between Salt Water and Dawson, and the knowledge that, jaded and



t�red, he was fac�ng the same tra�l once more, made h�m b�tter. H�s
heart was not �n the work, nor was the heart of any dog. The
Outs�des were t�m�d and fr�ghtened, the Ins�des w�thout conf�dence �n
the�r masters.

Buck felt vaguely that there was no depend�ng upon these two
men and the woman. They d�d not know how to do anyth�ng, and as
the days went by �t became apparent that they could not learn. They
were slack �n all th�ngs, w�thout order or d�sc�pl�ne. It took them half
the n�ght to p�tch a slovenly camp, and half the morn�ng to break that
camp and get the sled loaded �n fash�on so slovenly that for the rest
of the day they were occup�ed �n stopp�ng and rearrang�ng the load.
Some days they d�d not make ten m�les. On other days they were
unable to get started at all. And on no day d�d they succeed �n
mak�ng more than half the d�stance used by the men as a bas�s �n
the�r dog-food computat�on.

It was �nev�table that they should go short on dog-food. But they
hastened �t by overfeed�ng, br�ng�ng the day nearer when
underfeed�ng would commence. The Outs�de dogs, whose
d�gest�ons had not been tra�ned by chron�c fam�ne to make the most
of l�ttle, had vorac�ous appet�tes. And when, �n add�t�on to th�s, the
worn-out husk�es pulled weakly, Hal dec�ded that the orthodox rat�on
was too small. He doubled �t. And to cap �t all, when Mercedes, w�th
tears �n her pretty eyes and a quaver �n her throat, could not cajole
h�m �nto g�v�ng the dogs st�ll more, she stole from the f�sh-sacks and
fed them slyly. But �t was not food that Buck and the husk�es needed,
but rest. And though they were mak�ng poor t�me, the heavy load
they dragged sapped the�r strength severely.

Then came the underfeed�ng. Hal awoke one day to the fact that
h�s dog-food was half gone and the d�stance only quarter covered;
further, that for love or money no add�t�onal dog-food was to be
obta�ned. So he cut down even the orthodox rat�on and tr�ed to
�ncrease the day’s travel. H�s s�ster and brother-�n-law seconded
h�m; but they were frustrated by the�r heavy outf�t and the�r own
�ncompetence. It was a s�mple matter to g�ve the dogs less food; but
�t was �mposs�ble to make the dogs travel faster, wh�le the�r own
�nab�l�ty to get under way earl�er �n the morn�ng prevented them from



travell�ng longer hours. Not only d�d they not know how to work dogs,
but they d�d not know how to work themselves.

The f�rst to go was Dub. Poor blunder�ng th�ef that he was, always
gett�ng caught and pun�shed, he had none the less been a fa�thful
worker. H�s wrenched shoulder-blade, untreated and unrested, went
from bad to worse, t�ll f�nally Hal shot h�m w�th the b�g Colt’s revolver.
It �s a say�ng of the country that an Outs�de dog starves to death on
the rat�on of the husky, so the s�x Outs�de dogs under Buck could do
no less than d�e on half the rat�on of the husky. The Newfoundland
went f�rst, followed by the three short-ha�red po�nters, the two
mongrels hang�ng more gr�tt�ly on to l�fe, but go�ng �n the end.

By th�s t�me all the amen�t�es and gentlenesses of the Southland
had fallen away from the three people. Shorn of �ts glamour and
romance, Arct�c travel became to them a real�ty too harsh for the�r
manhood and womanhood. Mercedes ceased weep�ng over the
dogs, be�ng too occup�ed w�th weep�ng over herself and w�th
quarrell�ng w�th her husband and brother. To quarrel was the one
th�ng they were never too weary to do. The�r �rr�tab�l�ty arose out of
the�r m�sery, �ncreased w�th �t, doubled upon �t, outd�stanced �t. The
wonderful pat�ence of the tra�l wh�ch comes to men who to�l hard and
suffer sore, and rema�n sweet of speech and k�ndly, d�d not come to
these two men and the woman. They had no �nkl�ng of such a
pat�ence. They were st�ff and �n pa�n; the�r muscles ached, the�r
bones ached, the�r very hearts ached; and because of th�s they
became sharp of speech, and hard words were f�rst on the�r l�ps �n
the morn�ng and last at n�ght.

Charles and Hal wrangled whenever Mercedes gave them a
chance. It was the cher�shed bel�ef of each that he d�d more than h�s
share of the work, and ne�ther forbore to speak th�s bel�ef at every
opportun�ty. Somet�mes Mercedes s�ded w�th her husband,
somet�mes w�th her brother. The result was a beaut�ful and unend�ng
fam�ly quarrel. Start�ng from a d�spute as to wh�ch should chop a few
st�cks for the f�re (a d�spute wh�ch concerned only Charles and Hal),
presently would be lugged �n the rest of the fam�ly, fathers, mothers,
uncles, cous�ns, people thousands of m�les away, and some of them
dead. That Hal’s v�ews on art, or the sort of soc�ety plays h�s



mother’s brother wrote, should have anyth�ng to do w�th the
chopp�ng of a few st�cks of f�rewood, passes comprehens�on;
nevertheless the quarrel was as l�kely to tend �n that d�rect�on as �n
the d�rect�on of Charles’s pol�t�cal prejud�ces. And that Charles’s
s�ster’s tale-bear�ng tongue should be relevant to the bu�ld�ng of a
Yukon f�re, was apparent only to Mercedes, who d�sburdened herself
of cop�ous op�n�ons upon that top�c, and �nc�dentally upon a few
other tra�ts unpleasantly pecul�ar to her husband’s fam�ly. In the
meant�me the f�re rema�ned unbu�lt, the camp half p�tched, and the
dogs unfed.

Mercedes nursed a spec�al gr�evance—the gr�evance of sex. She
was pretty and soft, and had been ch�valrously treated all her days.
But the present treatment by her husband and brother was
everyth�ng save ch�valrous. It was her custom to be helpless. They
compla�ned. Upon wh�ch �mpeachment of what to her was her most
essent�al sex-prerogat�ve, she made the�r l�ves unendurable. She no
longer cons�dered the dogs, and because she was sore and t�red,
she pers�sted �n r�d�ng on the sled. She was pretty and soft, but she
we�ghed one hundred and twenty pounds—a lusty last straw to the
load dragged by the weak and starv�ng an�mals. She rode for days,
t�ll they fell �n the traces and the sled stood st�ll. Charles and Hal
begged her to get off and walk, pleaded w�th her, entreated, the
wh�le she wept and �mportuned Heaven w�th a rec�tal of the�r
brutal�ty.

On one occas�on they took her off the sled by ma�n strength. They
never d�d �t aga�n. She let her legs go l�mp l�ke a spo�led ch�ld, and
sat down on the tra�l. They went on the�r way, but she d�d not move.
After they had travelled three m�les they unloaded the sled, came
back for her, and by ma�n strength put her on the sled aga�n.

In the excess of the�r own m�sery they were callous to the suffer�ng
of the�r an�mals. Hal’s theory, wh�ch he pract�sed on others, was that
one must get hardened. He had started out preach�ng �t to h�s s�ster
and brother-�n-law. Fa�l�ng there, he hammered �t �nto the dogs w�th a
club. At the F�ve F�ngers the dog-food gave out, and a toothless old
squaw offered to trade them a few pounds of frozen horse-h�de for
the Colt’s revolver that kept the b�g hunt�ng-kn�fe company at Hal’s



h�p. A poor subst�tute for food was th�s h�de, just as �t had been
str�pped from the starved horses of the cattlemen s�x months back.
In �ts frozen state �t was more l�ke str�ps of galvan�zed �ron, and when
a dog wrestled �t �nto h�s stomach �t thawed �nto th�n and �nnutr�t�ous
leathery str�ngs and �nto a mass of short ha�r, �rr�tat�ng and
�nd�gest�ble.

And through �t all Buck staggered along at the head of the team as
�n a n�ghtmare. He pulled when he could; when he could no longer
pull, he fell down and rema�ned down t�ll blows from wh�p or club
drove h�m to h�s feet aga�n. All the st�ffness and gloss had gone out
of h�s beaut�ful furry coat. The ha�r hung down, l�mp and draggled, or
matted w�th dr�ed blood where Hal’s club had bru�sed h�m. H�s
muscles had wasted away to knotty str�ngs, and the flesh pads had
d�sappeared, so that each r�b and every bone �n h�s frame were
outl�ned cleanly through the loose h�de that was wr�nkled �n folds of
empt�ness. It was heartbreak�ng, only Buck’s heart was unbreakable.
The man �n the red sweater had proved that.

As �t was w�th Buck, so was �t w�th h�s mates. They were
perambulat�ng skeletons. There were seven all together, �nclud�ng
h�m. In the�r very great m�sery they had become �nsens�ble to the b�te
of the lash or the bru�se of the club. The pa�n of the beat�ng was dull
and d�stant, just as the th�ngs the�r eyes saw and the�r ears heard
seemed dull and d�stant. They were not half l�v�ng, or quarter l�v�ng.
They were s�mply so many bags of bones �n wh�ch sparks of l�fe
fluttered fa�ntly. When a halt was made, they dropped down �n the
traces l�ke dead dogs, and the spark d�mmed and paled and seemed
to go out. And when the club or wh�p fell upon them, the spark
fluttered feebly up, and they tottered to the�r feet and staggered on.

There came a day when B�llee, the good-natured, fell and could
not r�se. Hal had traded off h�s revolver, so he took the axe and
knocked B�llee on the head as he lay �n the traces, then cut the
carcass out of the harness and dragged �t to one s�de. Buck saw,
and h�s mates saw, and they knew that th�s th�ng was very close to
them. On the next day Koona went, and but f�ve of them rema�ned:
Joe, too far gone to be mal�gnant; P�ke, cr�ppled and l�mp�ng, only
half consc�ous and not consc�ous enough longer to mal�nger; Sol-



leks, the one-eyed, st�ll fa�thful to the to�l of trace and tra�l, and
mournful �n that he had so l�ttle strength w�th wh�ch to pull; Teek, who
had not travelled so far that w�nter and who was now beaten more
than the others because he was fresher; and Buck, st�ll at the head
of the team, but no longer enforc�ng d�sc�pl�ne or str�v�ng to enforce
�t, bl�nd w�th weakness half the t�me and keep�ng the tra�l by the loom
of �t and by the d�m feel of h�s feet.

It was beaut�ful spr�ng weather, but ne�ther dogs nor humans were
aware of �t. Each day the sun rose earl�er and set later. It was dawn
by three �n the morn�ng, and tw�l�ght l�ngered t�ll n�ne at n�ght. The
whole long day was a blaze of sunsh�ne. The ghostly w�nter s�lence
had g�ven way to the great spr�ng murmur of awaken�ng l�fe. Th�s
murmur arose from all the land, fraught w�th the joy of l�v�ng. It came
from the th�ngs that l�ved and moved aga�n, th�ngs wh�ch had been
as dead and wh�ch had not moved dur�ng the long months of frost.
The sap was r�s�ng �n the p�nes. The w�llows and aspens were
burst�ng out �n young buds. Shrubs and v�nes were putt�ng on fresh
garbs of green. Cr�ckets sang �n the n�ghts, and �n the days all
manner of creep�ng, crawl�ng th�ngs rustled forth �nto the sun.
Partr�dges and woodpeckers were boom�ng and knock�ng �n the
forest. Squ�rrels were chatter�ng, b�rds s�ng�ng, and overhead honked
the w�ld-fowl dr�v�ng up from the south �n cunn�ng wedges that spl�t
the a�r.

From every h�ll slope came the tr�ckle of runn�ng water, the mus�c
of unseen founta�ns. All th�ngs were thaw�ng, bend�ng, snapp�ng. The
Yukon was stra�n�ng to break loose the �ce that bound �t down. It ate
away from beneath; the sun ate from above. A�r-holes formed,
f�ssures sprang and spread apart, wh�le th�n sect�ons of �ce fell
through bod�ly �nto the r�ver. And am�d all th�s burst�ng, rend�ng,
throbb�ng of awaken�ng l�fe, under the blaz�ng sun and through the
soft-s�gh�ng breezes, l�ke wayfarers to death, staggered the two men,
the woman, and the husk�es.

W�th the dogs fall�ng, Mercedes weep�ng and r�d�ng, Hal swear�ng
�nnocuously, and Charles’s eyes w�stfully water�ng, they staggered
�nto John Thornton’s camp at the mouth of Wh�te R�ver. When they
halted, the dogs dropped down as though they had all been struck



dead. Mercedes dr�ed her eyes and looked at John Thornton.
Charles sat down on a log to rest. He sat down very slowly and
pa�nstak�ngly what of h�s great st�ffness. Hal d�d the talk�ng. John
Thornton was wh�ttl�ng the last touches on an axe-handle he had
made from a st�ck of b�rch. He wh�ttled and l�stened, gave
monosyllab�c repl�es, and, when �t was asked, terse adv�ce. He knew
the breed, and he gave h�s adv�ce �n the certa�nty that �t would not be
followed.

“They told us up above that the bottom was dropp�ng out of the
tra�l and that the best th�ng for us to do was to lay over,” Hal sa�d �n
response to Thornton’s warn�ng to take no more chances on the
rotten �ce. “They told us we couldn’t make Wh�te R�ver, and here we
are.” Th�s last w�th a sneer�ng r�ng of tr�umph �n �t.

“And they told you true,” John Thornton answered. “The bottom’s
l�kely to drop out at any moment. Only fools, w�th the bl�nd luck of
fools, could have made �t. I tell you stra�ght, I wouldn’t r�sk my
carcass on that �ce for all the gold �n Alaska.”

“That’s because you’re not a fool, I suppose,” sa�d Hal. “All the
same, we’ll go on to Dawson.” He unco�led h�s wh�p. “Get up there,
Buck! H�! Get up there! Mush on!”

Thornton went on wh�ttl�ng. It was �dle, he knew, to get between a
fool and h�s folly; wh�le two or three fools more or less would not alter
the scheme of th�ngs.

But the team d�d not get up at the command. It had long s�nce
passed �nto the stage where blows were requ�red to rouse �t. The
wh�p flashed out, here and there, on �ts merc�less errands. John
Thornton compressed h�s l�ps. Sol-leks was the f�rst to crawl to h�s
feet. Teek followed. Joe came next, yelp�ng w�th pa�n. P�ke made
pa�nful efforts. Tw�ce he fell over, when half up, and on the th�rd
attempt managed to r�se. Buck made no effort. He lay qu�etly where
he had fallen. The lash b�t �nto h�m aga�n and aga�n, but he ne�ther
wh�ned nor struggled. Several t�mes Thornton started, as though to
speak, but changed h�s m�nd. A mo�sture came �nto h�s eyes, and, as
the wh�pp�ng cont�nued, he arose and walked �rresolutely up and
down.



Th�s was the f�rst t�me Buck had fa�led, �n �tself a suff�c�ent reason
to dr�ve Hal �nto a rage. He exchanged the wh�p for the customary
club. Buck refused to move under the ra�n of heav�er blows wh�ch
now fell upon h�m. L�ke h�s mates, he was barely able to get up, but,
unl�ke them, he had made up h�s m�nd not to get up. He had a vague
feel�ng of �mpend�ng doom. Th�s had been strong upon h�m when he
pulled �n to the bank, and �t had not departed from h�m. What of the
th�n and rotten �ce he had felt under h�s feet all day, �t seemed that
he sensed d�saster close at hand, out there ahead on the �ce where
h�s master was try�ng to dr�ve h�m. He refused to st�r. So greatly had
he suffered, and so far gone was he, that the blows d�d not hurt
much. And as they cont�nued to fall upon h�m, the spark of l�fe w�th�n
fl�ckered and went down. It was nearly out. He felt strangely numb.
As though from a great d�stance, he was aware that he was be�ng
beaten. The last sensat�ons of pa�n left h�m. He no longer felt
anyth�ng, though very fa�ntly he could hear the �mpact of the club
upon h�s body. But �t was no longer h�s body, �t seemed so far away.

And then, suddenly, w�thout warn�ng, utter�ng a cry that was
�nart�culate and more l�ke the cry of an an�mal, John Thornton sprang
upon the man who w�elded the club. Hal was hurled backward, as
though struck by a fall�ng tree. Mercedes screamed. Charles looked
on w�stfully, w�ped h�s watery eyes, but d�d not get up because of h�s
st�ffness.

John Thornton stood over Buck, struggl�ng to control h�mself, too
convulsed w�th rage to speak.

“If you str�ke that dog aga�n, I’ll k�ll you,” he at last managed to say
�n a chok�ng vo�ce.

“It’s my dog,” Hal repl�ed, w�p�ng the blood from h�s mouth as he
came back. “Get out of my way, or I’ll f�x you. I’m go�ng to Dawson.”

Thornton stood between h�m and Buck, and ev�nced no �ntent�on
of gett�ng out of the way. Hal drew h�s long hunt�ng-kn�fe. Mercedes
screamed, cr�ed, laughed, and man�fested the chaot�c abandonment
of hyster�a. Thornton rapped Hal’s knuckles w�th the axe-handle,
knock�ng the kn�fe to the ground. He rapped h�s knuckles aga�n as
he tr�ed to p�ck �t up. Then he stooped, p�cked �t up h�mself, and w�th
two strokes cut Buck’s traces.



Hal had no f�ght left �n h�m. Bes�des, h�s hands were full w�th h�s
s�ster, or h�s arms, rather; wh�le Buck was too near dead to be of
further use �n haul�ng the sled. A few m�nutes later they pulled out
from the bank and down the r�ver. Buck heard them go and ra�sed
h�s head to see, P�ke was lead�ng, Sol-leks was at the wheel, and
between were Joe and Teek. They were l�mp�ng and stagger�ng.
Mercedes was r�d�ng the loaded sled. Hal gu�ded at the gee-pole,
and Charles stumbled along �n the rear.

As Buck watched them, Thornton knelt bes�de h�m and w�th rough,
k�ndly hands searched for broken bones. By the t�me h�s search had
d�sclosed noth�ng more than many bru�ses and a state of terr�ble
starvat�on, the sled was a quarter of a m�le away. Dog and man
watched �t crawl�ng along over the �ce. Suddenly, they saw �ts back
end drop down, as �nto a rut, and the gee-pole, w�th Hal cl�ng�ng to �t,
jerk �nto the a�r. Mercedes’s scream came to the�r ears. They saw
Charles turn and make one step to run back, and then a whole
sect�on of �ce g�ve way and dogs and humans d�sappear. A yawn�ng
hole was all that was to be seen. The bottom had dropped out of the
tra�l.

John Thornton and Buck looked at each other.
“You poor dev�l,” sa�d John Thornton, and Buck l�cked h�s hand.



Chapter VI.
For the Love of a Man

When John Thornton froze h�s feet �n the prev�ous December h�s
partners had made h�m comfortable and left h�m to get well, go�ng on
themselves up the r�ver to get out a raft of saw-logs for Dawson. He
was st�ll l�mp�ng sl�ghtly at the t�me he rescued Buck, but w�th the
cont�nued warm weather even the sl�ght l�mp left h�m. And here, ly�ng
by the r�ver bank through the long spr�ng days, watch�ng the runn�ng
water, l�sten�ng laz�ly to the songs of b�rds and the hum of nature,
Buck slowly won back h�s strength.

A rest comes very good after one has travelled three thousand
m�les, and �t must be confessed that Buck waxed lazy as h�s wounds
healed, h�s muscles swelled out, and the flesh came back to cover
h�s bones. For that matter, they were all loaf�ng,—Buck, John
Thornton, and Skeet and N�g,—wa�t�ng for the raft to come that was
to carry them down to Dawson. Skeet was a l�ttle Ir�sh setter who
early made fr�ends w�th Buck, who, �n a dy�ng cond�t�on, was unable
to resent her f�rst advances. She had the doctor tra�t wh�ch some
dogs possess; and as a mother cat washes her k�ttens, so she
washed and cleansed Buck’s wounds. Regularly, each morn�ng after
he had f�n�shed h�s breakfast, she performed her self-appo�nted task,
t�ll he came to look for her m�n�strat�ons as much as he d�d for
Thornton’s. N�g, equally fr�endly, though less demonstrat�ve, was a
huge black dog, half bloodhound and half deerhound, w�th eyes that
laughed and a boundless good nature.

To Buck’s surpr�se these dogs man�fested no jealousy toward h�m.
They seemed to share the k�ndl�ness and largeness of John
Thornton. As Buck grew stronger they ent�ced h�m �nto all sorts of
r�d�culous games, �n wh�ch Thornton h�mself could not forbear to jo�n;
and �n th�s fash�on Buck romped through h�s convalescence and �nto



a new ex�stence. Love, genu�ne pass�onate love, was h�s for the f�rst
t�me. Th�s he had never exper�enced at Judge M�ller’s down �n the
sun-k�ssed Santa Clara Valley. W�th the Judge’s sons, hunt�ng and
tramp�ng, �t had been a work�ng partnersh�p; w�th the Judge’s
grandsons, a sort of pompous guard�ansh�p; and w�th the Judge
h�mself, a stately and d�gn�f�ed fr�endsh�p. But love that was fever�sh
and burn�ng, that was adorat�on, that was madness, �t had taken
John Thornton to arouse.

Th�s man had saved h�s l�fe, wh�ch was someth�ng; but, further, he
was the �deal master. Other men saw to the welfare of the�r dogs
from a sense of duty and bus�ness exped�ency; he saw to the
welfare of h�s as �f they were h�s own ch�ldren, because he could not
help �t. And he saw further. He never forgot a k�ndly greet�ng or a
cheer�ng word, and to s�t down for a long talk w�th them (“gas” he
called �t) was as much h�s del�ght as the�rs. He had a way of tak�ng
Buck’s head roughly between h�s hands, and rest�ng h�s own head
upon Buck’s, of shak�ng h�m back and forth, the wh�le call�ng h�m �ll
names that to Buck were love names. Buck knew no greater joy than
that rough embrace and the sound of murmured oaths, and at each
jerk back and forth �t seemed that h�s heart would be shaken out of
h�s body so great was �ts ecstasy. And when, released, he sprang to
h�s feet, h�s mouth laugh�ng, h�s eyes eloquent, h�s throat v�brant w�th
unuttered sound, and �n that fash�on rema�ned w�thout movement,
John Thornton would reverently excla�m, “God! you can all but
speak!”

Buck had a tr�ck of love express�on that was ak�n to hurt. He would
often se�ze Thornton’s hand �n h�s mouth and close so f�ercely that
the flesh bore the �mpress of h�s teeth for some t�me afterward. And
as Buck understood the oaths to be love words, so the man
understood th�s fe�gned b�te for a caress.

For the most part, however, Buck’s love was expressed �n
adorat�on. Wh�le he went w�ld w�th happ�ness when Thornton
touched h�m or spoke to h�m, he d�d not seek these tokens. Unl�ke
Skeet, who was wont to shove her nose under Thornton’s hand and
nudge and nudge t�ll petted, or N�g, who would stalk up and rest h�s
great head on Thornton’s knee, Buck was content to adore at a



d�stance. He would l�e by the hour, eager, alert, at Thornton’s feet,
look�ng up �nto h�s face, dwell�ng upon �t, study�ng �t, follow�ng w�th
keenest �nterest each fleet�ng express�on, every movement or
change of feature. Or, as chance m�ght have �t, he would l�e farther
away, to the s�de or rear, watch�ng the outl�nes of the man and the
occas�onal movements of h�s body. And often, such was the
commun�on �n wh�ch they l�ved, the strength of Buck’s gaze would
draw John Thornton’s head around, and he would return the gaze,
w�thout speech, h�s heart sh�n�ng out of h�s eyes as Buck’s heart
shone out.

For a long t�me after h�s rescue, Buck d�d not l�ke Thornton to get
out of h�s s�ght. From the moment he left the tent to when he entered
�t aga�n, Buck would follow at h�s heels. H�s trans�ent masters s�nce
he had come �nto the Northland had bred �n h�m a fear that no
master could be permanent. He was afra�d that Thornton would pass
out of h�s l�fe as Perrault and Franço�s and the Scotch half-breed had
passed out. Even �n the n�ght, �n h�s dreams, he was haunted by th�s
fear. At such t�mes he would shake off sleep and creep through the
ch�ll to the flap of the tent, where he would stand and l�sten to the
sound of h�s master’s breath�ng.

But �n sp�te of th�s great love he bore John Thornton, wh�ch
seemed to bespeak the soft c�v�l�z�ng �nfluence, the stra�n of the
pr�m�t�ve, wh�ch the Northland had aroused �n h�m, rema�ned al�ve
and act�ve. Fa�thfulness and devot�on, th�ngs born of f�re and roof,
were h�s; yet he reta�ned h�s w�ldness and w�l�ness. He was a th�ng
of the w�ld, come �n from the w�ld to s�t by John Thornton’s f�re, rather
than a dog of the soft Southland stamped w�th the marks of
generat�ons of c�v�l�zat�on. Because of h�s very great love, he could
not steal from th�s man, but from any other man, �n any other camp,
he d�d not hes�tate an �nstant; wh�le the cunn�ng w�th wh�ch he stole
enabled h�m to escape detect�on.

H�s face and body were scored by the teeth of many dogs, and he
fought as f�ercely as ever and more shrewdly. Skeet and N�g were
too good-natured for quarrell�ng,—bes�des, they belonged to John
Thornton; but the strange dog, no matter what the breed or valor,
sw�ftly acknowledged Buck’s supremacy or found h�mself struggl�ng



for l�fe w�th a terr�ble antagon�st. And Buck was merc�less. He had
learned well the law of club and fang, and he never forewent an
advantage or drew back from a foe he had started on the way to
Death. He had lessoned from Sp�tz, and from the ch�ef f�ght�ng dogs
of the pol�ce and ma�l, and knew there was no m�ddle course. He
must master or be mastered; wh�le to show mercy was a weakness.
Mercy d�d not ex�st �n the pr�mord�al l�fe. It was m�sunderstood for
fear, and such m�sunderstand�ngs made for death. K�ll or be k�lled,
eat or be eaten, was the law; and th�s mandate, down out of the
depths of T�me, he obeyed.

He was older than the days he had seen and the breaths he had
drawn. He l�nked the past w�th the present, and the etern�ty beh�nd
h�m throbbed through h�m �n a m�ghty rhythm to wh�ch he swayed as
the t�des and seasons swayed. He sat by John Thornton’s f�re, a
broad-breasted dog, wh�te-fanged and long-furred; but beh�nd h�m
were the shades of all manner of dogs, half-wolves and w�ld wolves,
urgent and prompt�ng, tast�ng the savor of the meat he ate, th�rst�ng
for the water he drank, scent�ng the w�nd w�th h�m, l�sten�ng w�th h�m
and tell�ng h�m the sounds made by the w�ld l�fe �n the forest,
d�ctat�ng h�s moods, d�rect�ng h�s act�ons, ly�ng down to sleep w�th
h�m when he lay down, and dream�ng w�th h�m and beyond h�m and
becom�ng themselves the stuff of h�s dreams.

So peremptor�ly d�d these shades beckon h�m, that each day
mank�nd and the cla�ms of mank�nd sl�pped farther from h�m. Deep �n
the forest a call was sound�ng, and as often as he heard th�s call,
myster�ously thr�ll�ng and lur�ng, he felt compelled to turn h�s back
upon the f�re and the beaten earth around �t, and to plunge �nto the
forest, and on and on, he knew not where or why; nor d�d he wonder
where or why, the call sound�ng �mper�ously, deep �n the forest. But
as often as he ga�ned the soft unbroken earth and the green shade,
the love for John Thornton drew h�m back to the f�re aga�n.

Thornton alone held h�m. The rest of mank�nd was as noth�ng.
Chance travellers m�ght pra�se or pet h�m; but he was cold under �t
all, and from a too demonstrat�ve man he would get up and walk
away. When Thornton’s partners, Hans and Pete, arr�ved on the
long-expected raft, Buck refused to not�ce them t�ll he learned they



were close to Thornton; after that he tolerated them �n a pass�ve sort
of way, accept�ng favors from them as though he favored them by
accept�ng. They were of the same large type as Thornton, l�v�ng
close to the earth, th�nk�ng s�mply and see�ng clearly; and ere they
swung the raft �nto the b�g eddy by the saw-m�ll at Dawson, they
understood Buck and h�s ways, and d�d not �ns�st upon an �nt�macy
such as obta�ned w�th Skeet and N�g.

For Thornton, however, h�s love seemed to grow and grow. He,
alone among men, could put a pack upon Buck’s back �n the
summer travell�ng. Noth�ng was too great for Buck to do, when
Thornton commanded. One day (they had grub-staked themselves
from the proceeds of the raft and left Dawson for the head-waters of
the Tanana) the men and dogs were s�tt�ng on the crest of a cl�ff
wh�ch fell away, stra�ght down, to naked bed-rock three hundred feet
below. John Thornton was s�tt�ng near the edge, Buck at h�s
shoulder. A thoughtless wh�m se�zed Thornton, and he drew the
attent�on of Hans and Pete to the exper�ment he had �n m�nd. “Jump,
Buck!” he commanded, sweep�ng h�s arm out and over the chasm.
The next �nstant he was grappl�ng w�th Buck on the extreme edge,
wh�le Hans and Pete were dragg�ng them back �nto safety.

“It’s uncanny,” Pete sa�d, after �t was over and they had caught
the�r speech.

Thornton shook h�s head. “No, �t �s splend�d, and �t �s terr�ble, too.
Do you know, �t somet�mes makes me afra�d.”

“I’m not hanker�ng to be the man that lays hands on you wh�le he’s
around,” Pete announced conclus�vely, nodd�ng h�s head toward
Buck.

“Py J�ngo!” was Hans’s contr�but�on. “Not m�neself e�ther.”
It was at C�rcle C�ty, ere the year was out, that Pete’s

apprehens�ons were real�zed. “Black” Burton, a man ev�l-tempered
and mal�c�ous, had been p�ck�ng a quarrel w�th a tenderfoot at the
bar, when Thornton stepped good-naturedly between. Buck, as was
h�s custom, was ly�ng �n a corner, head on paws, watch�ng h�s
master’s every act�on. Burton struck out, w�thout warn�ng, stra�ght
from the shoulder. Thornton was sent sp�nn�ng, and saved h�mself
from fall�ng only by clutch�ng the ra�l of the bar.



Those who were look�ng on heard what was ne�ther bark nor yelp,
but a someth�ng wh�ch �s best descr�bed as a roar, and they saw
Buck’s body r�se up �n the a�r as he left the floor for Burton’s throat.
The man saved h�s l�fe by �nst�nct�vely throw�ng out h�s arm, but was
hurled backward to the floor w�th Buck on top of h�m. Buck loosed h�s
teeth from the flesh of the arm and drove �n aga�n for the throat. Th�s
t�me the man succeeded only �n partly block�ng, and h�s throat was
torn open. Then the crowd was upon Buck, and he was dr�ven off;
but wh�le a surgeon checked the bleed�ng, he prowled up and down,
growl�ng fur�ously, attempt�ng to rush �n, and be�ng forced back by an
array of host�le clubs. A “m�ners’ meet�ng,” called on the spot,
dec�ded that the dog had suff�c�ent provocat�on, and Buck was
d�scharged. But h�s reputat�on was made, and from that day h�s
name spread through every camp �n Alaska.

Later on, �n the fall of the year, he saved John Thornton’s l�fe �n
qu�te another fash�on. The three partners were l�n�ng a long and
narrow pol�ng-boat down a bad stretch of rap�ds on the Forty-M�le
Creek. Hans and Pete moved along the bank, snubb�ng w�th a th�n
Man�la rope from tree to tree, wh�le Thornton rema�ned �n the boat,
help�ng �ts descent by means of a pole, and shout�ng d�rect�ons to
the shore. Buck, on the bank, worr�ed and anx�ous, kept abreast of
the boat, h�s eyes never off h�s master.

At a part�cularly bad spot, where a ledge of barely submerged
rocks jutted out �nto the r�ver, Hans cast off the rope, and, wh�le
Thornton poled the boat out �nto the stream, ran down the bank w�th
the end �n h�s hand to snub the boat when �t had cleared the ledge.
Th�s �t d�d, and was fly�ng down-stream �n a current as sw�ft as a m�ll-
race, when Hans checked �t w�th the rope and checked too suddenly.
The boat fl�rted over and snubbed �n to the bank bottom up, wh�le
Thornton, flung sheer out of �t, was carr�ed down-stream toward the
worst part of the rap�ds, a stretch of w�ld water �n wh�ch no sw�mmer
could l�ve.

Buck had sprung �n on the �nstant; and at the end of three hundred
yards, am�d a mad sw�rl of water, he overhauled Thornton. When he
felt h�m grasp h�s ta�l, Buck headed for the bank, sw�mm�ng w�th all
h�s splend�d strength. But the progress shoreward was slow; the



progress down-stream amaz�ngly rap�d. From below came the fatal
roar�ng where the w�ld current went w�lder and was rent �n shreds
and spray by the rocks wh�ch thrust through l�ke the teeth of an
enormous comb. The suck of the water as �t took the beg�nn�ng of
the last steep p�tch was fr�ghtful, and Thornton knew that the shore
was �mposs�ble. He scraped fur�ously over a rock, bru�sed across a
second, and struck a th�rd w�th crush�ng force. He clutched �ts
sl�ppery top w�th both hands, releas�ng Buck, and above the roar of
the churn�ng water shouted: “Go, Buck! Go!”

Buck could not hold h�s own, and swept on down-stream,
struggl�ng desperately, but unable to w�n back. When he heard
Thornton’s command repeated, he partly reared out of the water,
throw�ng h�s head h�gh, as though for a last look, then turned
obed�ently toward the bank. He swam powerfully and was dragged
ashore by Pete and Hans at the very po�nt where sw�mm�ng ceased
to be poss�ble and destruct�on began.

They knew that the t�me a man could cl�ng to a sl�ppery rock �n the
face of that dr�v�ng current was a matter of m�nutes, and they ran as
fast as they could up the bank to a po�nt far above where Thornton
was hang�ng on. They attached the l�ne w�th wh�ch they had been
snubb�ng the boat to Buck’s neck and shoulders, be�ng careful that �t
should ne�ther strangle h�m nor �mpede h�s sw�mm�ng, and launched
h�m �nto the stream. He struck out boldly, but not stra�ght enough �nto
the stream. He d�scovered the m�stake too late, when Thornton was
abreast of h�m and a bare half-dozen strokes away wh�le he was
be�ng carr�ed helplessly past.

Hans promptly snubbed w�th the rope, as though Buck were a
boat. The rope thus t�ghten�ng on h�m �n the sweep of the current, he
was jerked under the surface, and under the surface he rema�ned t�ll
h�s body struck aga�nst the bank and he was hauled out. He was half
drowned, and Hans and Pete threw themselves upon h�m, pound�ng
the breath �nto h�m and the water out of h�m. He staggered to h�s feet
and fell down. The fa�nt sound of Thornton’s vo�ce came to them,
and though they could not make out the words of �t, they knew that
he was �n h�s extrem�ty. H�s master’s vo�ce acted on Buck l�ke an



electr�c shock, He sprang to h�s feet and ran up the bank ahead of
the men to the po�nt of h�s prev�ous departure.

Aga�n the rope was attached and he was launched, and aga�n he
struck out, but th�s t�me stra�ght �nto the stream. He had
m�scalculated once, but he would not be gu�lty of �t a second t�me.
Hans pa�d out the rope, perm�tt�ng no slack, wh�le Pete kept �t clear
of co�ls. Buck held on t�ll he was on a l�ne stra�ght above Thornton;
then he turned, and w�th the speed of an express tra�n headed down
upon h�m. Thornton saw h�m com�ng, and, as Buck struck h�m l�ke a
batter�ng ram, w�th the whole force of the current beh�nd h�m, he
reached up and closed w�th both arms around the shaggy neck.
Hans snubbed the rope around the tree, and Buck and Thornton
were jerked under the water. Strangl�ng, suffocat�ng, somet�mes one
uppermost and somet�mes the other, dragg�ng over the jagged
bottom, smash�ng aga�nst rocks and snags, they veered �n to the
bank.

Thornton came to, belly downward and be�ng v�olently propelled
back and forth across a dr�ft log by Hans and Pete. H�s f�rst glance
was for Buck, over whose l�mp and apparently l�feless body N�g was
sett�ng up a howl, wh�le Skeet was l�ck�ng the wet face and closed
eyes. Thornton was h�mself bru�sed and battered, and he went
carefully over Buck’s body, when he had been brought around,
f�nd�ng three broken r�bs.

“That settles �t,” he announced. “We camp r�ght here.” And camp
they d�d, t�ll Buck’s r�bs kn�tted and he was able to travel.

That w�nter, at Dawson, Buck performed another explo�t, not so
hero�c, perhaps, but one that put h�s name many notches h�gher on
the totem-pole of Alaskan fame. Th�s explo�t was part�cularly
grat�fy�ng to the three men; for they stood �n need of the outf�t wh�ch
�t furn�shed, and were enabled to make a long-des�red tr�p �nto the
v�rg�n East, where m�ners had not yet appeared. It was brought
about by a conversat�on �n the Eldorado Saloon, �n wh�ch men
waxed boastful of the�r favor�te dogs. Buck, because of h�s record,
was the target for these men, and Thornton was dr�ven stoutly to
defend h�m. At the end of half an hour one man stated that h�s dog



could start a sled w�th f�ve hundred pounds and walk off w�th �t; a
second bragged s�x hundred for h�s dog; and a th�rd, seven hundred.

“Pooh! pooh!” sa�d John Thornton; “Buck can start a thousand
pounds.”

“And break �t out? and walk off w�th �t for a hundred yards?”
demanded Matthewson, a Bonanza K�ng, he of the seven hundred
vaunt.

“And break �t out, and walk off w�th �t for a hundred yards,” John
Thornton sa�d coolly.

“Well,” Matthewson sa�d, slowly and del�berately, so that all could
hear, “I’ve got a thousand dollars that says he can’t. And there �t �s.”
So say�ng, he slammed a sack of gold dust of the s�ze of a bologna
sausage down upon the bar.

Nobody spoke. Thornton’s bluff, �f bluff �t was, had been called. He
could feel a flush of warm blood creep�ng up h�s face. H�s tongue
had tr�cked h�m. He d�d not know whether Buck could start a
thousand pounds. Half a ton! The enormousness of �t appalled h�m.
He had great fa�th �n Buck’s strength and had often thought h�m
capable of start�ng such a load; but never, as now, had he faced the
poss�b�l�ty of �t, the eyes of a dozen men f�xed upon h�m, s�lent and
wa�t�ng. Further, he had no thousand dollars; nor had Hans or Pete.

“I’ve got a sled stand�ng outs�de now, w�th twenty f�ftypound sacks
of flour on �t,” Matthewson went on w�th brutal d�rectness; “so don’t
let that h�nder you.”

Thornton d�d not reply. He d�d not know what to say. He glanced
from face to face �n the absent way of a man who has lost the power
of thought and �s seek�ng somewhere to f�nd the th�ng that w�ll start �t
go�ng aga�n. The face of J�m O’Br�en, a Mastodon K�ng and old-t�me
comrade, caught h�s eyes. It was as a cue to h�m, seem�ng to rouse
h�m to do what he would never have dreamed of do�ng.

“Can you lend me a thousand?” he asked, almost �n a wh�sper.
“Sure,” answered O’Br�en, thump�ng down a plethor�c sack by the

s�de of Matthewson’s. “Though �t’s l�ttle fa�th I’m hav�ng, John, that
the beast can do the tr�ck.”



The Eldorado empt�ed �ts occupants �nto the street to see the test.
The tables were deserted, and the dealers and gamekeepers came
forth to see the outcome of the wager and to lay odds. Several
hundred men, furred and m�ttened, banked around the sled w�th�n
easy d�stance. Matthewson’s sled, loaded w�th a thousand pounds of
flour, had been stand�ng for a couple of hours, and �n the �ntense
cold (�t was s�xty below zero) the runners had frozen fast to the hard-
packed snow. Men offered odds of two to one that Buck could not
budge the sled. A qu�bble arose concern�ng the phrase “break out.”
O’Br�en contended �t was Thornton’s pr�v�lege to knock the runners
loose, leav�ng Buck to “break �t out” from a dead standst�ll.
Matthewson �ns�sted that the phrase �ncluded break�ng the runners
from the frozen gr�p of the snow. A major�ty of the men who had
w�tnessed the mak�ng of the bet dec�ded �n h�s favor, whereat the
odds went up to three to one aga�nst Buck.

There were no takers. Not a man bel�eved h�m capable of the feat.
Thornton had been hurr�ed �nto the wager, heavy w�th doubt; and
now that he looked at the sled �tself, the concrete fact, w�th the
regular team of ten dogs curled up �n the snow before �t, the more
�mposs�ble the task appeared. Matthewson waxed jub�lant.

“Three to one!” he procla�med. “I’ll lay you another thousand at
that f�gure, Thornton. What d’ye say?”

Thornton’s doubt was strong �n h�s face, but h�s f�ght�ng sp�r�t was
aroused—the f�ght�ng sp�r�t that soars above odds, fa�ls to recogn�ze
the �mposs�ble, and �s deaf to all save the clamor for battle. He called
Hans and Pete to h�m. The�r sacks were sl�m, and w�th h�s own the
three partners could rake together only two hundred dollars. In the
ebb of the�r fortunes, th�s sum was the�r total cap�tal; yet they la�d �t
unhes�tat�ngly aga�nst Matthewson’s s�x hundred.

The team of ten dogs was unh�tched, and Buck, w�th h�s own
harness, was put �nto the sled. He had caught the contag�on of the
exc�tement, and he felt that �n some way he must do a great th�ng for
John Thornton. Murmurs of adm�rat�on at h�s splend�d appearance
went up. He was �n perfect cond�t�on, w�thout an ounce of
superfluous flesh, and the one hundred and f�fty pounds that he
we�ghed were so many pounds of gr�t and v�r�l�ty. H�s furry coat



shone w�th the sheen of s�lk. Down the neck and across the
shoulders, h�s mane, �n repose as �t was, half br�stled and seemed to
l�ft w�th every movement, as though excess of v�gor made each
part�cular ha�r al�ve and act�ve. The great breast and heavy fore legs
were no more than �n proport�on w�th the rest of the body, where the
muscles showed �n t�ght rolls underneath the sk�n. Men felt these
muscles and procla�med them hard as �ron, and the odds went down
to two to one.

“Gad, s�r! Gad, s�r!” stuttered a member of the latest dynasty, a
k�ng of the Skookum Benches. “I offer you e�ght hundred for h�m, s�r,
before the test, s�r; e�ght hundred just as he stands.”

Thornton shook h�s head and stepped to Buck’s s�de.
“You must stand off from h�m,” Matthewson protested. “Free play

and plenty of room.”
The crowd fell s�lent; only could be heard the vo�ces of the

gamblers va�nly offer�ng two to one. Everybody acknowledged Buck
a magn�f�cent an�mal, but twenty f�fty-pound sacks of flour bulked too
large �n the�r eyes for them to loosen the�r pouch-str�ngs.

Thornton knelt down by Buck’s s�de. He took h�s head �n h�s two
hands and rested cheek on cheek. He d�d not playfully shake h�m, as
was h�s wont, or murmur soft love curses; but he wh�spered �n h�s
ear. “As you love me, Buck. As you love me,” was what he
wh�spered. Buck wh�ned w�th suppressed eagerness.

The crowd was watch�ng cur�ously. The affa�r was grow�ng
myster�ous. It seemed l�ke a conjurat�on. As Thornton got to h�s feet,
Buck se�zed h�s m�ttened hand between h�s jaws, press�ng �n w�th h�s
teeth and releas�ng slowly, half-reluctantly. It was the answer, �n
terms, not of speech, but of love. Thornton stepped well back.

“Now, Buck,” he sa�d.
Buck t�ghtened the traces, then slacked them for a matter of

several �nches. It was the way he had learned.
“Gee!” Thornton’s vo�ce rang out, sharp �n the tense s�lence.
Buck swung to the r�ght, end�ng the movement �n a plunge that

took up the slack and w�th a sudden jerk arrested h�s one hundred



and f�fty pounds. The load qu�vered, and from under the runners
arose a cr�sp crackl�ng.

“Haw!” Thornton commanded.
Buck dupl�cated the manœuvre, th�s t�me to the left. The crackl�ng

turned �nto a snapp�ng, the sled p�vot�ng and the runners sl�pp�ng
and grat�ng several �nches to the s�de. The sled was broken out. Men
were hold�ng the�r breaths, �ntensely unconsc�ous of the fact.

“Now, MUSH!”
Thornton’s command cracked out l�ke a p�stol-shot. Buck threw

h�mself forward, t�ghten�ng the traces w�th a jarr�ng lunge. H�s whole
body was gathered compactly together �n the tremendous effort, the
muscles wr�th�ng and knott�ng l�ke l�ve th�ngs under the s�lky fur. H�s
great chest was low to the ground, h�s head forward and down, wh�le
h�s feet were fly�ng l�ke mad, the claws scarr�ng the hard-packed
snow �n parallel grooves. The sled swayed and trembled, half-started
forward. One of h�s feet sl�pped, and one man groaned aloud. Then
the sled lurched ahead �n what appeared a rap�d success�on of jerks,
though �t never really came to a dead stop aga�n...half an �nch...an
�nch... two �nches... The jerks percept�bly d�m�n�shed; as the sled
ga�ned momentum, he caught them up, t�ll �t was mov�ng stead�ly
along.

Men gasped and began to breathe aga�n, unaware that for a
moment they had ceased to breathe. Thornton was runn�ng beh�nd,
encourag�ng Buck w�th short, cheery words. The d�stance had been
measured off, and as he neared the p�le of f�rewood wh�ch marked
the end of the hundred yards, a cheer began to grow and grow,
wh�ch burst �nto a roar as he passed the f�rewood and halted at
command. Every man was tear�ng h�mself loose, even Matthewson.
Hats and m�ttens were fly�ng �n the a�r. Men were shak�ng hands, �t
d�d not matter w�th whom, and bubbl�ng over �n a general �ncoherent
babel.

But Thornton fell on h�s knees bes�de Buck. Head was aga�nst
head, and he was shak�ng h�m back and forth. Those who hurr�ed up
heard h�m curs�ng Buck, and he cursed h�m long and fervently, and
softly and lov�ngly.



“Gad, s�r! Gad, s�r!” spluttered the Skookum Bench k�ng. “I’ll g�ve
you a thousand for h�m, s�r, a thousand, s�r—twelve hundred, s�r.”

Thornton rose to h�s feet. H�s eyes were wet. The tears were
stream�ng frankly down h�s cheeks. “S�r,” he sa�d to the Skookum
Bench k�ng, “no, s�r. You can go to hell, s�r. It’s the best I can do for
you, s�r.”

Buck se�zed Thornton’s hand �n h�s teeth. Thornton shook h�m
back and forth. As though an�mated by a common �mpulse, the
onlookers drew back to a respectful d�stance; nor were they aga�n
�nd�screet enough to �nterrupt.



Chapter VII.
The Sound�ng of the Call

When Buck earned s�xteen hundred dollars �n f�ve m�nutes for
John Thornton, he made �t poss�ble for h�s master to pay off certa�n
debts and to journey w�th h�s partners �nto the East after a fabled lost
m�ne, the h�story of wh�ch was as old as the h�story of the country.
Many men had sought �t; few had found �t; and more than a few there
were who had never returned from the quest. Th�s lost m�ne was
steeped �n tragedy and shrouded �n mystery. No one knew of the f�rst
man. The oldest trad�t�on stopped before �t got back to h�m. From the
beg�nn�ng there had been an anc�ent and ramshackle cab�n. Dy�ng
men had sworn to �t, and to the m�ne the s�te of wh�ch �t marked,
cl�nch�ng the�r test�mony w�th nuggets that were unl�ke any known
grade of gold �n the Northland.

But no l�v�ng man had looted th�s treasure house, and the dead
were dead; wherefore John Thornton and Pete and Hans, w�th Buck
and half a dozen other dogs, faced �nto the East on an unknown tra�l
to ach�eve where men and dogs as good as themselves had fa�led.
They sledded seventy m�les up the Yukon, swung to the left �nto the
Stewart R�ver, passed the Mayo and the McQuest�on, and held on
unt�l the Stewart �tself became a streamlet, thread�ng the upstand�ng
peaks wh�ch marked the backbone of the cont�nent.

John Thornton asked l�ttle of man or nature. He was unafra�d of
the w�ld. W�th a handful of salt and a r�fle he could plunge �nto the
w�lderness and fare wherever he pleased and as long as he pleased.
Be�ng �n no haste, Ind�an fash�on, he hunted h�s d�nner �n the course
of the day’s travel; and �f he fa�led to f�nd �t, l�ke the Ind�an, he kept
on travell�ng, secure �n the knowledge that sooner or later he would
come to �t. So, on th�s great journey �nto the East, stra�ght meat was



the b�ll of fare, ammun�t�on and tools pr�nc�pally made up the load on
the sled, and the t�me-card was drawn upon the l�m�tless future.

To Buck �t was boundless del�ght, th�s hunt�ng, f�sh�ng, and
�ndef�n�te wander�ng through strange places. For weeks at a t�me
they would hold on stead�ly, day after day; and for weeks upon end
they would camp, here and there, the dogs loaf�ng and the men
burn�ng holes through frozen muck and gravel and wash�ng
countless pans of d�rt by the heat of the f�re. Somet�mes they went
hungry, somet�mes they feasted r�otously, all accord�ng to the
abundance of game and the fortune of hunt�ng. Summer arr�ved, and
dogs and men packed on the�r backs, rafted across blue mounta�n
lakes, and descended or ascended unknown r�vers �n slender boats
wh�psawed from the stand�ng forest.

The months came and went, and back and forth they tw�sted
through the uncharted vastness, where no men were and yet where
men had been �f the Lost Cab�n were true. They went across d�v�des
�n summer bl�zzards, sh�vered under the m�dn�ght sun on naked
mounta�ns between the t�mber l�ne and the eternal snows, dropped
�nto summer valleys am�d swarm�ng gnats and fl�es, and �n the
shadows of glac�ers p�cked strawberr�es and flowers as r�pe and fa�r
as any the Southland could boast. In the fall of the year they
penetrated a we�rd lake country, sad and s�lent, where w�ldfowl had
been, but where then there was no l�fe nor s�gn of l�fe—only the
blow�ng of ch�ll w�nds, the form�ng of �ce �n sheltered places, and the
melancholy r�ppl�ng of waves on lonely beaches.

And through another w�nter they wandered on the obl�terated tra�ls
of men who had gone before. Once, they came upon a path blazed
through the forest, an anc�ent path, and the Lost Cab�n seemed very
near. But the path began nowhere and ended nowhere, and �t
rema�ned mystery, as the man who made �t and the reason he made
�t rema�ned mystery. Another t�me they chanced upon the t�me-
graven wreckage of a hunt�ng lodge, and am�d the shreds of rotted
blankets John Thornton found a long-barrelled fl�nt-lock. He knew �t
for a Hudson Bay Company gun of the young days �n the Northwest,
when such a gun was worth �ts he�ght �n beaver sk�ns packed flat,



And that was all—no h�nt as to the man who �n an early day had
reared the lodge and left the gun among the blankets.

Spr�ng came on once more, and at the end of all the�r wander�ng
they found, not the Lost Cab�n, but a shallow placer �n a broad valley
where the gold showed l�ke yellow butter across the bottom of the
wash�ng-pan. They sought no farther. Each day they worked earned
them thousands of dollars �n clean dust and nuggets, and they
worked every day. The gold was sacked �n moose-h�de bags, f�fty
pounds to the bag, and p�led l�ke so much f�rewood outs�de the
spruce-bough lodge. L�ke g�ants they to�led, days flash�ng on the
heels of days l�ke dreams as they heaped the treasure up.

There was noth�ng for the dogs to do, save the haul�ng �n of meat
now and aga�n that Thornton k�lled, and Buck spent long hours
mus�ng by the f�re. The v�s�on of the short-legged ha�ry man came to
h�m more frequently, now that there was l�ttle work to be done; and
often, bl�nk�ng by the f�re, Buck wandered w�th h�m �n that other world
wh�ch he remembered.

The sal�ent th�ng of th�s other world seemed fear. When he
watched the ha�ry man sleep�ng by the f�re, head between h�s knees
and hands clasped above, Buck saw that he slept restlessly, w�th
many starts and awaken�ngs, at wh�ch t�mes he would peer fearfully
�nto the darkness and fl�ng more wood upon the f�re. D�d they walk
by the beach of a sea, where the ha�ry man gathered shellf�sh and
ate them as he gathered, �t was w�th eyes that roved everywhere for
h�dden danger and w�th legs prepared to run l�ke the w�nd at �ts f�rst
appearance. Through the forest they crept no�selessly, Buck at the
ha�ry man’s heels; and they were alert and v�g�lant, the pa�r of them,
ears tw�tch�ng and mov�ng and nostr�ls qu�ver�ng, for the man heard
and smelled as keenly as Buck. The ha�ry man could spr�ng up �nto
the trees and travel ahead as fast as on the ground, sw�ng�ng by the
arms from l�mb to l�mb, somet�mes a dozen feet apart, lett�ng go and
catch�ng, never fall�ng, never m�ss�ng h�s gr�p. In fact, he seemed as
much at home among the trees as on the ground; and Buck had
memor�es of n�ghts of v�g�l spent beneath trees where�n the ha�ry
man roosted, hold�ng on t�ghtly as he slept.



And closely ak�n to the v�s�ons of the ha�ry man was the call st�ll
sound�ng �n the depths of the forest. It f�lled h�m w�th a great unrest
and strange des�res. It caused h�m to feel a vague, sweet gladness,
and he was aware of w�ld yearn�ngs and st�rr�ngs for he knew not
what. Somet�mes he pursued the call �nto the forest, look�ng for �t as
though �t were a tang�ble th�ng, bark�ng softly or def�antly, as the
mood m�ght d�ctate. He would thrust h�s nose �nto the cool wood
moss, or �nto the black so�l where long grasses grew, and snort w�th
joy at the fat earth smells; or he would crouch for hours, as �f �n
concealment, beh�nd fungus-covered trunks of fallen trees, w�de-
eyed and w�de-eared to all that moved and sounded about h�m. It
m�ght be, ly�ng thus, that he hoped to surpr�se th�s call he could not
understand. But he d�d not know why he d�d these var�ous th�ngs. He
was �mpelled to do them, and d�d not reason about them at all.

Irres�st�ble �mpulses se�zed h�m. He would be ly�ng �n camp,
doz�ng laz�ly �n the heat of the day, when suddenly h�s head would l�ft
and h�s ears cock up, �ntent and l�sten�ng, and he would spr�ng to h�s
feet and dash away, and on and on, for hours, through the forest
a�sles and across the open spaces where the n�ggerheads bunched.
He loved to run down dry watercourses, and to creep and spy upon
the b�rd l�fe �n the woods. For a day at a t�me he would l�e �n the
underbrush where he could watch the partr�dges drumm�ng and
strutt�ng up and down. But espec�ally he loved to run �n the d�m
tw�l�ght of the summer m�dn�ghts, l�sten�ng to the subdued and sleepy
murmurs of the forest, read�ng s�gns and sounds as man may read a
book, and seek�ng for the myster�ous someth�ng that called—called,
wak�ng or sleep�ng, at all t�mes, for h�m to come.

One n�ght he sprang from sleep w�th a start, eager-eyed, nostr�ls
qu�ver�ng and scent�ng, h�s mane br�stl�ng �n recurrent waves. From
the forest came the call (or one note of �t, for the call was many
noted), d�st�nct and def�n�te as never before,—a long-drawn howl,
l�ke, yet unl�ke, any no�se made by husky dog. And he knew �t, �n the
old fam�l�ar way, as a sound heard before. He sprang through the
sleep�ng camp and �n sw�ft s�lence dashed through the woods. As he
drew closer to the cry he went more slowly, w�th caut�on �n every
movement, t�ll he came to an open place among the trees, and



look�ng out saw, erect on haunches, w�th nose po�nted to the sky, a
long, lean, t�mber wolf.

He had made no no�se, yet �t ceased from �ts howl�ng and tr�ed to
sense h�s presence. Buck stalked �nto the open, half crouch�ng, body
gathered compactly together, ta�l stra�ght and st�ff, feet fall�ng w�th
unwonted care. Every movement advert�sed comm�ngled threaten�ng
and overture of fr�endl�ness. It was the menac�ng truce that marks
the meet�ng of w�ld beasts that prey. But the wolf fled at s�ght of h�m.
He followed, w�th w�ld leap�ngs, �n a frenzy to overtake. He ran h�m
�nto a bl�nd channel, �n the bed of the creek where a t�mber jam
barred the way. The wolf wh�rled about, p�vot�ng on h�s h�nd legs
after the fash�on of Joe and of all cornered husky dogs, snarl�ng and
br�stl�ng, cl�pp�ng h�s teeth together �n a cont�nuous and rap�d
success�on of snaps.

Buck d�d not attack, but c�rcled h�m about and hedged h�m �n w�th
fr�endly advances. The wolf was susp�c�ous and afra�d; for Buck
made three of h�m �n we�ght, wh�le h�s head barely reached Buck’s
shoulder. Watch�ng h�s chance, he darted away, and the chase was
resumed. T�me and aga�n he was cornered, and the th�ng repeated,
though he was �n poor cond�t�on, or Buck could not so eas�ly have
overtaken h�m. He would run t�ll Buck’s head was even w�th h�s flank,
when he would wh�rl around at bay, only to dash away aga�n at the
f�rst opportun�ty.

But �n the end Buck’s pert�nac�ty was rewarded; for the wolf,
f�nd�ng that no harm was �ntended, f�nally sn�ffed noses w�th h�m.
Then they became fr�endly, and played about �n the nervous, half-
coy way w�th wh�ch f�erce beasts bel�e the�r f�erceness. After some
t�me of th�s the wolf started off at an easy lope �n a manner that
pla�nly showed he was go�ng somewhere. He made �t clear to Buck
that he was to come, and they ran s�de by s�de through the sombre
tw�l�ght, stra�ght up the creek bed, �nto the gorge from wh�ch �t
�ssued, and across the bleak d�v�de where �t took �ts r�se.

On the oppos�te slope of the watershed they came down �nto a
level country where were great stretches of forest and many
streams, and through these great stretches they ran stead�ly, hour
after hour, the sun r�s�ng h�gher and the day grow�ng warmer. Buck



was w�ldly glad. He knew he was at last answer�ng the call, runn�ng
by the s�de of h�s wood brother toward the place from where the call
surely came. Old memor�es were com�ng upon h�m fast, and he was
st�rr�ng to them as of old he st�rred to the real�t�es of wh�ch they were
the shadows. He had done th�s th�ng before, somewhere �n that
other and d�mly remembered world, and he was do�ng �t aga�n, now,
runn�ng free �n the open, the unpacked earth underfoot, the w�de sky
overhead.

They stopped by a runn�ng stream to dr�nk, and, stopp�ng, Buck
remembered John Thornton. He sat down. The wolf started on
toward the place from where the call surely came, then returned to
h�m, sn�ff�ng noses and mak�ng act�ons as though to encourage h�m.
But Buck turned about and started slowly on the back track. For the
better part of an hour the w�ld brother ran by h�s s�de, wh�n�ng softly.
Then he sat down, po�nted h�s nose upward, and howled. It was a
mournful howl, and as Buck held stead�ly on h�s way he heard �t
grow fa�nt and fa�nter unt�l �t was lost �n the d�stance.

John Thornton was eat�ng d�nner when Buck dashed �nto camp
and sprang upon h�m �n a frenzy of affect�on, overturn�ng h�m,
scrambl�ng upon h�m, l�ck�ng h�s face, b�t�ng h�s hand—“play�ng the
general tom-fool,” as John Thornton character�zed �t, the wh�le he
shook Buck back and forth and cursed h�m lov�ngly.

For two days and n�ghts Buck never left camp, never let Thornton
out of h�s s�ght. He followed h�m about at h�s work, watched h�m
wh�le he ate, saw h�m �nto h�s blankets at n�ght and out of them �n the
morn�ng. But after two days the call �n the forest began to sound
more �mper�ously than ever. Buck’s restlessness came back on h�m,
and he was haunted by recollect�ons of the w�ld brother, and of the
sm�l�ng land beyond the d�v�de and the run s�de by s�de through the
w�de forest stretches. Once aga�n he took to wander�ng �n the
woods, but the w�ld brother came no more; and though he l�stened
through long v�g�ls, the mournful howl was never ra�sed.

He began to sleep out at n�ght, stay�ng away from camp for days
at a t�me; and once he crossed the d�v�de at the head of the creek
and went down �nto the land of t�mber and streams. There he
wandered for a week, seek�ng va�nly for fresh s�gn of the w�ld



brother, k�ll�ng h�s meat as he travelled and travell�ng w�th the long,
easy lope that seems never to t�re. He f�shed for salmon �n a broad
stream that empt�ed somewhere �nto the sea, and by th�s stream he
k�lled a large black bear, bl�nded by the mosqu�toes wh�le l�kew�se
f�sh�ng, and rag�ng through the forest helpless and terr�ble. Even so,
�t was a hard f�ght, and �t aroused the last latent remnants of Buck’s
feroc�ty. And two days later, when he returned to h�s k�ll and found a
dozen wolverenes quarrell�ng over the spo�l, he scattered them l�ke
chaff; and those that fled left two beh�nd who would quarrel no more.

The blood-long�ng became stronger than ever before. He was a
k�ller, a th�ng that preyed, l�v�ng on the th�ngs that l�ved, una�ded,
alone, by v�rtue of h�s own strength and prowess, surv�v�ng
tr�umphantly �n a host�le env�ronment where only the strong surv�ved.
Because of all th�s he became possessed of a great pr�de �n h�mself,
wh�ch commun�cated �tself l�ke a contag�on to h�s phys�cal be�ng. It
advert�sed �tself �n all h�s movements, was apparent �n the play of
every muscle, spoke pla�nly as speech �n the way he carr�ed h�mself,
and made h�s glor�ous furry coat �f anyth�ng more glor�ous. But for
the stray brown on h�s muzzle and above h�s eyes, and for the
splash of wh�te ha�r that ran m�dmost down h�s chest, he m�ght well
have been m�staken for a g�gant�c wolf, larger than the largest of the
breed. From h�s St. Bernard father he had �nher�ted s�ze and we�ght,
but �t was h�s shepherd mother who had g�ven shape to that s�ze and
we�ght. H�s muzzle was the long wolf muzzle, save that �t was larger
than the muzzle of any wolf; and h�s head, somewhat broader, was
the wolf head on a mass�ve scale.

H�s cunn�ng was wolf cunn�ng, and w�ld cunn�ng; h�s �ntell�gence,
shepherd �ntell�gence and St. Bernard �ntell�gence; and all th�s, plus
an exper�ence ga�ned �n the f�ercest of schools, made h�m as
form�dable a creature as any that roamed the w�ld. A carn�vorous
an�mal l�v�ng on a stra�ght meat d�et, he was �n full flower, at the h�gh
t�de of h�s l�fe, oversp�ll�ng w�th v�gor and v�r�l�ty. When Thornton
passed a caress�ng hand along h�s back, a snapp�ng and crackl�ng
followed the hand, each ha�r d�scharg�ng �ts pent magnet�sm at the
contact. Every part, bra�n and body, nerve t�ssue and f�bre, was
keyed to the most exqu�s�te p�tch; and between all the parts there
was a perfect equ�l�br�um or adjustment. To s�ghts and sounds and



events wh�ch requ�red act�on, he responded w�th l�ghtn�ng-l�ke
rap�d�ty. Qu�ckly as a husky dog could leap to defend from attack or
to attack, he could leap tw�ce as qu�ckly. He saw the movement, or
heard sound, and responded �n less t�me than another dog requ�red
to compass the mere see�ng or hear�ng. He perce�ved and
determ�ned and responded �n the same �nstant. In po�nt of fact the
three act�ons of perce�v�ng, determ�n�ng, and respond�ng were
sequent�al; but so �nf�n�tes�mal were the �ntervals of t�me between
them that they appeared s�multaneous. H�s muscles were
surcharged w�th v�tal�ty, and snapped �nto play sharply, l�ke steel
spr�ngs. L�fe streamed through h�m �n splend�d flood, glad and
rampant, unt�l �t seemed that �t would burst h�m asunder �n sheer
ecstasy and pour forth generously over the world.

“Never was there such a dog,” sa�d John Thornton one day, as the
partners watched Buck march�ng out of camp.

“When he was made, the mould was broke,” sa�d Pete.
“Py j�ngo! I t’�nk so m�neself,” Hans aff�rmed.
They saw h�m march�ng out of camp, but they d�d not see the

�nstant and terr�ble transformat�on wh�ch took place as soon as he
was w�th�n the secrecy of the forest. He no longer marched. At once
he became a th�ng of the w�ld, steal�ng along softly, cat-footed, a
pass�ng shadow that appeared and d�sappeared among the
shadows. He knew how to take advantage of every cover, to crawl
on h�s belly l�ke a snake, and l�ke a snake to leap and str�ke. He
could take a ptarm�gan from �ts nest, k�ll a rabb�t as �t slept, and snap
�n m�d a�r the l�ttle ch�pmunks flee�ng a second too late for the trees.
F�sh, �n open pools, were not too qu�ck for h�m; nor were beaver,
mend�ng the�r dams, too wary. He k�lled to eat, not from wantonness;
but he preferred to eat what he k�lled h�mself. So a lurk�ng humor ran
through h�s deeds, and �t was h�s del�ght to steal upon the squ�rrels,
and, when he all but had them, to let them go, chatter�ng �n mortal
fear to the treetops.

As the fall of the year came on, the moose appeared �n greater
abundance, mov�ng slowly down to meet the w�nter �n the lower and
less r�gorous valleys. Buck had already dragged down a stray part-
grown calf; but he w�shed strongly for larger and more form�dable



quarry, and he came upon �t one day on the d�v�de at the head of the
creek. A band of twenty moose had crossed over from the land of
streams and t�mber, and ch�ef among them was a great bull. He was
�n a savage temper, and, stand�ng over s�x feet from the ground, was
as form�dable an antagon�st as even Buck could des�re. Back and
forth the bull tossed h�s great palmated antlers, branch�ng to fourteen
po�nts and embrac�ng seven feet w�th�n the t�ps. H�s small eyes
burned w�th a v�c�ous and b�tter l�ght, wh�le he roared w�th fury at
s�ght of Buck.

From the bull’s s�de, just forward of the flank, protruded a
feathered arrow-end, wh�ch accounted for h�s savageness. Gu�ded
by that �nst�nct wh�ch came from the old hunt�ng days of the
pr�mord�al world, Buck proceeded to cut the bull out from the herd. It
was no sl�ght task. He would bark and dance about �n front of the
bull, just out of reach of the great antlers and of the terr�ble splay
hoofs wh�ch could have stamped h�s l�fe out w�th a s�ngle blow.
Unable to turn h�s back on the fanged danger and go on, the bull
would be dr�ven �nto paroxysms of rage. At such moments he
charged Buck, who retreated craft�ly, lur�ng h�m on by a s�mulated
�nab�l�ty to escape. But when he was thus separated from h�s fellows,
two or three of the younger bulls would charge back upon Buck and
enable the wounded bull to rejo�n the herd.

There �s a pat�ence of the w�ld—dogged, t�reless, pers�stent as l�fe
�tself—that holds mot�onless for endless hours the sp�der �n �ts web,
the snake �n �ts co�ls, the panther �n �ts ambuscade; th�s pat�ence
belongs pecul�arly to l�fe when �t hunts �ts l�v�ng food; and �t belonged
to Buck as he clung to the flank of the herd, retard�ng �ts march,
�rr�tat�ng the young bulls, worry�ng the cows w�th the�r half-grown
calves, and dr�v�ng the wounded bull mad w�th helpless rage. For
half a day th�s cont�nued. Buck mult�pl�ed h�mself, attack�ng from all
s�des, envelop�ng the herd �n a wh�rlw�nd of menace, cutt�ng out h�s
v�ct�m as fast as �t could rejo�n �ts mates, wear�ng out the pat�ence of
creatures preyed upon, wh�ch �s a lesser pat�ence than that of
creatures prey�ng.

As the day wore along and the sun dropped to �ts bed �n the
northwest (the darkness had come back and the fall n�ghts were s�x



hours long), the young bulls retraced the�r steps more and more
reluctantly to the a�d of the�r beset leader. The down-com�ng w�nter
was harry�ng them on to the lower levels, and �t seemed they could
never shake off th�s t�reless creature that held them back. Bes�des, �t
was not the l�fe of the herd, or of the young bulls, that was
threatened. The l�fe of only one member was demanded, wh�ch was
a remoter �nterest than the�r l�ves, and �n the end they were content
to pay the toll.

As tw�l�ght fell the old bull stood w�th lowered head, watch�ng h�s
mates—the cows he had known, the calves he had fathered, the
bulls he had mastered—as they shambled on at a rap�d pace
through the fad�ng l�ght. He could not follow, for before h�s nose
leaped the merc�less fanged terror that would not let h�m go. Three
hundredwe�ght more than half a ton he we�ghed; he had l�ved a long,
strong l�fe, full of f�ght and struggle, and at the end he faced death at
the teeth of a creature whose head d�d not reach beyond h�s great
knuckled knees.

From then on, n�ght and day, Buck never left h�s prey, never gave
�t a moment’s rest, never perm�tted �t to browse the leaves of trees or
the shoots of young b�rch and w�llow. Nor d�d he g�ve the wounded
bull opportun�ty to slake h�s burn�ng th�rst �n the slender tr�ckl�ng
streams they crossed. Often, �n desperat�on, he burst �nto long
stretches of fl�ght. At such t�mes Buck d�d not attempt to stay h�m,
but loped eas�ly at h�s heels, sat�sf�ed w�th the way the game was
played, ly�ng down when the moose stood st�ll, attack�ng h�m f�ercely
when he strove to eat or dr�nk.

The great head drooped more and more under �ts tree of horns,
and the shambl�ng trot grew weak and weaker. He took to stand�ng
for long per�ods, w�th nose to the ground and dejected ears dropped
l�mply; and Buck found more t�me �n wh�ch to get water for h�mself
and �n wh�ch to rest. At such moments, pant�ng w�th red loll�ng
tongue and w�th eyes f�xed upon the b�g bull, �t appeared to Buck
that a change was com�ng over the face of th�ngs. He could feel a
new st�r �n the land. As the moose were com�ng �nto the land, other
k�nds of l�fe were com�ng �n. Forest and stream and a�r seemed
palp�tant w�th the�r presence. The news of �t was borne �n upon h�m,



not by s�ght, or sound, or smell, but by some other and subtler
sense. He heard noth�ng, saw noth�ng, yet knew that the land was
somehow d�fferent; that through �t strange th�ngs were afoot and
rang�ng; and he resolved to �nvest�gate after he had f�n�shed the
bus�ness �n hand.

At last, at the end of the fourth day, he pulled the great moose
down. For a day and a n�ght he rema�ned by the k�ll, eat�ng and
sleep�ng, turn and turn about. Then, rested, refreshed and strong, he
turned h�s face toward camp and John Thornton. He broke �nto the
long easy lope, and went on, hour after hour, never at loss for the
tangled way, head�ng stra�ght home through strange country w�th a
cert�tude of d�rect�on that put man and h�s magnet�c needle to
shame.

As he held on he became more and more consc�ous of the new
st�r �n the land. There was l�fe abroad �n �t d�fferent from the l�fe wh�ch
had been there throughout the summer. No longer was th�s fact
borne �n upon h�m �n some subtle, myster�ous way. The b�rds talked
of �t, the squ�rrels chattered about �t, the very breeze wh�spered of �t.
Several t�mes he stopped and drew �n the fresh morn�ng a�r �n great
sn�ffs, read�ng a message wh�ch made h�m leap on w�th greater
speed. He was oppressed w�th a sense of calam�ty happen�ng, �f �t
were not calam�ty already happened; and as he crossed the last
watershed and dropped down �nto the valley toward camp, he
proceeded w�th greater caut�on.

Three m�les away he came upon a fresh tra�l that sent h�s neck
ha�r r�ppl�ng and br�stl�ng, It led stra�ght toward camp and John
Thornton. Buck hurr�ed on, sw�ftly and stealth�ly, every nerve
stra�n�ng and tense, alert to the mult�tud�nous deta�ls wh�ch told a
story—all but the end. H�s nose gave h�m a vary�ng descr�pt�on of the
passage of the l�fe on the heels of wh�ch he was travell�ng. He
remarked the pregnant s�lence of the forest. The b�rd l�fe had fl�tted.
The squ�rrels were �n h�d�ng. One only he saw,—a sleek gray fellow,
flattened aga�nst a gray dead l�mb so that he seemed a part of �t, a
woody excrescence upon the wood �tself.

As Buck sl�d along w�th the obscureness of a gl�d�ng shadow, h�s
nose was jerked suddenly to the s�de as though a pos�t�ve force had



gr�pped and pulled �t. He followed the new scent �nto a th�cket and
found N�g. He was ly�ng on h�s s�de, dead where he had dragged
h�mself, an arrow protrud�ng, head and feathers, from e�ther s�de of
h�s body.

A hundred yards farther on, Buck came upon one of the sled-dogs
Thornton had bought �n Dawson. Th�s dog was thrash�ng about �n a
death-struggle, d�rectly on the tra�l, and Buck passed around h�m
w�thout stopp�ng. From the camp came the fa�nt sound of many
vo�ces, r�s�ng and fall�ng �n a s�ng-song chant. Belly�ng forward to the
edge of the clear�ng, he found Hans, ly�ng on h�s face, feathered w�th
arrows l�ke a porcup�ne. At the same �nstant Buck peered out where
the spruce-bough lodge had been and saw what made h�s ha�r leap
stra�ght up on h�s neck and shoulders. A gust of overpower�ng rage
swept over h�m. He d�d not know that he growled, but he growled
aloud w�th a terr�ble feroc�ty. For the last t�me �n h�s l�fe he allowed
pass�on to usurp cunn�ng and reason, and �t was because of h�s
great love for John Thornton that he lost h�s head.

The Yeehats were danc�ng about the wreckage of the spruce-
bough lodge when they heard a fearful roar�ng and saw rush�ng upon
them an an�mal the l�ke of wh�ch they had never seen before. It was
Buck, a l�ve hurr�cane of fury, hurl�ng h�mself upon them �n a frenzy
to destroy. He sprang at the foremost man (�t was the ch�ef of the
Yeehats), r�pp�ng the throat w�de open t�ll the rent jugular spouted a
founta�n of blood. He d�d not pause to worry the v�ct�m, but r�pped �n
pass�ng, w�th the next bound tear�ng w�de the throat of a second
man. There was no w�thstand�ng h�m. He plunged about �n the�r very
m�dst, tear�ng, rend�ng, destroy�ng, �n constant and terr�f�c mot�on
wh�ch def�ed the arrows they d�scharged at h�m. In fact, so
�nconce�vably rap�d were h�s movements, and so closely were the
Ind�ans tangled together, that they shot one another w�th the arrows;
and one young hunter, hurl�ng a spear at Buck �n m�d a�r, drove �t
through the chest of another hunter w�th such force that the po�nt
broke through the sk�n of the back and stood out beyond. Then a
pan�c se�zed the Yeehats, and they fled �n terror to the woods,
procla�m�ng as they fled the advent of the Ev�l Sp�r�t.



And truly Buck was the F�end �ncarnate, rag�ng at the�r heels and
dragg�ng them down l�ke deer as they raced through the trees. It was
a fateful day for the Yeehats. They scattered far and w�de over the
country, and �t was not t�ll a week later that the last of the surv�vors
gathered together �n a lower valley and counted the�r losses. As for
Buck, weary�ng of the pursu�t, he returned to the desolated camp. He
found Pete where he had been k�lled �n h�s blankets �n the f�rst
moment of surpr�se. Thornton’s desperate struggle was fresh-wr�tten
on the earth, and Buck scented every deta�l of �t down to the edge of
a deep pool. By the edge, head and fore feet �n the water, lay Skeet,
fa�thful to the last. The pool �tself, muddy and d�scolored from the
slu�ce boxes, effectually h�d what �t conta�ned, and �t conta�ned John
Thornton; for Buck followed h�s trace �nto the water, from wh�ch no
trace led away.

All day Buck brooded by the pool or roamed restlessly about the
camp. Death, as a cessat�on of movement, as a pass�ng out and
away from the l�ves of the l�v�ng, he knew, and he knew John
Thornton was dead. It left a great vo�d �n h�m, somewhat ak�n to
hunger, but a vo�d wh�ch ached and ached, and wh�ch food could not
f�ll, At t�mes, when he paused to contemplate the carcasses of the
Yeehats, he forgot the pa�n of �t; and at such t�mes he was aware of
a great pr�de �n h�mself,—a pr�de greater than any he had yet
exper�enced. He had k�lled man, the noblest game of all, and he had
k�lled �n the face of the law of club and fang. He sn�ffed the bod�es
cur�ously. They had d�ed so eas�ly. It was harder to k�ll a husky dog
than them. They were no match at all, were �t not for the�r arrows and
spears and clubs. Thenceforward he would be unafra�d of them
except when they bore �n the�r hands the�r arrows, spears, and clubs.

N�ght came on, and a full moon rose h�gh over the trees �nto the
sky, l�ght�ng the land t�ll �t lay bathed �n ghostly day. And w�th the
com�ng of the n�ght, brood�ng and mourn�ng by the pool, Buck
became al�ve to a st�rr�ng of the new l�fe �n the forest other than that
wh�ch the Yeehats had made, He stood up, l�sten�ng and scent�ng.
From far away dr�fted a fa�nt, sharp yelp, followed by a chorus of
s�m�lar sharp yelps. As the moments passed the yelps grew closer
and louder. Aga�n Buck knew them as th�ngs heard �n that other
world wh�ch pers�sted �n h�s memory. He walked to the centre of the



open space and l�stened. It was the call, the many-noted call,
sound�ng more lur�ngly and compell�ngly than ever before. And as
never before, he was ready to obey. John Thornton was dead. The
last t�e was broken. Man and the cla�ms of man no longer bound h�m.

Hunt�ng the�r l�v�ng meat, as the Yeehats were hunt�ng �t, on the
flanks of the m�grat�ng moose, the wolf pack had at last crossed over
from the land of streams and t�mber and �nvaded Buck’s valley. Into
the clear�ng where the moonl�ght streamed, they poured �n a s�lvery
flood; and �n the centre of the clear�ng stood Buck, mot�onless as a
statue, wa�t�ng the�r com�ng. They were awed, so st�ll and large he
stood, and a moment’s pause fell, t�ll the boldest one leaped stra�ght
for h�m. L�ke a flash Buck struck, break�ng the neck. Then he stood,
w�thout movement, as before, the str�cken wolf roll�ng �n agony
beh�nd h�m. Three others tr�ed �t �n sharp success�on; and one after
the other they drew back, stream�ng blood from slashed throats or
shoulders.

Th�s was suff�c�ent to fl�ng the whole pack forward, pell-mell,
crowded together, blocked and confused by �ts eagerness to pull
down the prey. Buck’s marvellous qu�ckness and ag�l�ty stood h�m �n
good stead. P�vot�ng on h�s h�nd legs, and snapp�ng and gash�ng, he
was everywhere at once, present�ng a front wh�ch was apparently
unbroken so sw�ftly d�d he wh�rl and guard from s�de to s�de. But to
prevent them from gett�ng beh�nd h�m, he was forced back, down
past the pool and �nto the creek bed, t�ll he brought up aga�nst a h�gh
gravel bank. He worked along to a r�ght angle �n the bank wh�ch the
men had made �n the course of m�n�ng, and �n th�s angle he came to
bay, protected on three s�des and w�th noth�ng to do but face the
front.

And so well d�d he face �t, that at the end of half an hour the
wolves drew back d�scomf�ted. The tongues of all were out and
loll�ng, the wh�te fangs show�ng cruelly wh�te �n the moonl�ght. Some
were ly�ng down w�th heads ra�sed and ears pr�cked forward; others
stood on the�r feet, watch�ng h�m; and st�ll others were lapp�ng water
from the pool. One wolf, long and lean and gray, advanced
caut�ously, �n a fr�endly manner, and Buck recogn�zed the w�ld



brother w�th whom he had run for a n�ght and a day. He was wh�n�ng
softly, and, as Buck wh�ned, they touched noses.

Then an old wolf, gaunt and battle-scarred, came forward. Buck
wr�thed h�s l�ps �nto the prel�m�nary of a snarl, but sn�ffed noses w�th
h�m, Whereupon the old wolf sat down, po�nted nose at the moon,
and broke out the long wolf howl. The others sat down and howled.
And now the call came to Buck �n unm�stakable accents. He, too, sat
down and howled. Th�s over, he came out of h�s angle and the pack
crowded around h�m, sn�ff�ng �n half-fr�endly, half-savage manner.
The leaders l�fted the yelp of the pack and sprang away �nto the
woods. The wolves swung �n beh�nd, yelp�ng �n chorus. And Buck
ran w�th them, s�de by s�de w�th the w�ld brother, yelp�ng as he ran.

And here may well end the story of Buck. The years were not
many when the Yeehats noted a change �n the breed of t�mber
wolves; for some were seen w�th splashes of brown on head and
muzzle, and w�th a r�ft of wh�te centr�ng down the chest. But more
remarkable than th�s, the Yeehats tell of a Ghost Dog that runs at the
head of the pack. They are afra�d of th�s Ghost Dog, for �t has
cunn�ng greater than they, steal�ng from the�r camps �n f�erce w�nters,
robb�ng the�r traps, slay�ng the�r dogs, and defy�ng the�r bravest
hunters.

Nay, the tale grows worse. Hunters there are who fa�l to return to
the camp, and hunters there have been whom the�r tr�besmen found
w�th throats slashed cruelly open and w�th wolf pr�nts about them �n
the snow greater than the pr�nts of any wolf. Each fall, when the
Yeehats follow the movement of the moose, there �s a certa�n valley
wh�ch they never enter. And women there are who become sad
when the word goes over the f�re of how the Ev�l Sp�r�t came to
select that valley for an ab�d�ng-place.

In the summers there �s one v�s�tor, however, to that valley, of
wh�ch the Yeehats do not know. It �s a great, glor�ously coated wolf,
l�ke, and yet unl�ke, all other wolves. He crosses alone from the
sm�l�ng t�mber land and comes down �nto an open space among the



trees. Here a yellow stream flows from rotted moose-h�de sacks and
s�nks �nto the ground, w�th long grasses grow�ng through �t and
vegetable mould overrunn�ng �t and h�d�ng �ts yellow from the sun;
and here he muses for a t�me, howl�ng once, long and mournfully,
ere he departs.

But he �s not always alone. When the long w�nter n�ghts come on
and the wolves follow the�r meat �nto the lower valleys, he may be
seen runn�ng at the head of the pack through the pale moonl�ght or
gl�mmer�ng boreal�s, leap�ng g�gant�c above h�s fellows, h�s great
throat a-bellow as he s�ngs a song of the younger world, wh�ch �s the
song of the pack.
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