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CHAPTER I :  
THE TRAIL OF THE MEAT

Dark spruce forest frowned on either side the frozen water-
way.  The trees had been stripped by a recent wind of their 

white covering of frost, and they seemed to lean towards each other, 
black and ominous, in the fading light. A vast silence reigned over the 
land. The land itself was a desolation, lifeless, without movement, so 
lone and cold that the spirit of it was not even that of sadness. There 
was a hint in it of laughter, but of a laughter more terrible than any 
sadness—a laughter that was mirthless as the smile of the sphinx, a 
laughter cold as the frost and partaking of the grimness of infalli-
bility. It was the masterful and incommunicable wisdom of eternity 
laughing at the futility of life and the effort of life. It was the Wild, 
the savage, frozen-hearted Northland Wild.

But there  was  life, abroad in the land and defiant.  Down the 
frozen waterway toiled a string of wolfish dogs.  Their bristly fur 
was rimed with frost. Their breath froze in the air as it left their 
mouths, spouting forth in spumes of vapour that settled upon the 
hair of their bodies and formed into crystals of frost. Leather harness 
was on the dogs, and leather traces attached them to a sled which 
dragged along behind. The sled was without runners. It was made 
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of stout birch-bark, and its full surface rested on the snow. The front 
end of the sled was turned up, like a scroll, in order to force down and 
under the bore of soft snow that surged like a wave before it. On the 
sled, securely lashed, was a long and narrow oblong box. There were 
other things on the sled—blankets, an axe, and a coffee-pot and fry-
ing-pan; but prominent, occupying most of the space, was the long 
and narrow oblong box.

In advance of the dogs, on wide snowshoes, toiled a man. At the 
rear of the sled toiled a second man. On the sled, in the box, lay a third 
man whose toil was over,—a man whom the Wild had conquered and 
beaten down until he would never move nor struggle again. It is not 
the way of the Wild to like movement. Life is an offence to it, for 
life is movement; and the Wild aims always to destroy movement. It 
freezes the water to prevent it running to the sea; it drives the sap 
out of the trees till they are frozen to their mighty hearts; and most 
ferociously and terribly of all does the Wild harry and crush into 
submission man—man who is the most restless of life, ever in revolt 
against the dictum that all movement must in the end come to the 
cessation of movement.

But at front and rear, unawed and indomitable, toiled the two men 
who were not yet dead. Their bodies were covered with fur and soft-
tanned leather. Eyelashes and cheeks and lips were so coated with 
the crystals from their frozen breath that their faces were not dis-
cernible. This gave them the seeming of ghostly masques, undertak-
ers in a spectral world at the funeral of some ghost. But under it all 
they were men, penetrating the land of desolation and mockery and 
silence, puny adventurers bent on colossal adventure, pitting them-
selves against the might of a world as remote and alien and pulseless 
as the abysses of space.

They travelled on without speech, saving their breath for the 
work of their bodies. On every side was the silence, pressing upon 
them with a tangible presence. It affected their minds as the many 
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CHAPTER I I :  
THE SHE-WOLF

Breakfast eaten and the slim camp-outfit lashed to the sled, the 
men turned their backs on the cheery fire and launched out 

into the darkness. At once began to rise the cries that were fierce-
ly sad—cries that called through the darkness and cold to one an-
other and answered back.  Conversation ceased.  Daylight came at 
nine o’clock. At midday the sky to the south warmed to rose-colour, 
and marked where the bulge of the earth intervened between the 
meridian sun and the northern world. But the rose-colour swiftly 
faded. The grey light of day that remained lasted until three o’clock, 
when it, too, faded, and the pall of the Arctic night descended upon 
the lone and silent land.

As darkness came on, the hunting-cries to right and left and rear 
drew closer—so close that more than once they sent surges of fear 
through the toiling dogs, throwing them into short-lived panics.

At the conclusion of one such panic, when he and Henry had got 
the dogs back in the traces, Bill said:

“I wisht they’d strike game somewheres, an’ go away an’ leave us alone.”
“They do get on the nerves horrible,” Henry sympathised.
They spoke no more until camp was made.
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Henry was bending over and adding ice to the babbling pot of 
beans when he was startled by the sound of a blow, an exclamation 
from Bill, and a sharp snarling cry of pain from among the dogs. He 
straightened up in time to see a dim form disappearing across the 
snow into the shelter of the dark. Then he saw Bill, standing amid the 
dogs, half triumphant, half crestfallen, in one hand a stout club, in the 
other the tail and part of the body of a sun-cured salmon.

“It got half of it,” he announced; “but I got a whack at it jes’ the 
same. D’ye hear it squeal?”

“What’d it look like?” Henry asked.
“Couldn’t see. But it had four legs an’ a mouth an’ hair an’ looked 

like any dog.”
“Must be a tame wolf, I reckon.”
“It’s damned tame, whatever it is, comin’ in here at feedin’ time an’ 

gettin’ its whack of fish.”
That night, when supper was finished and they sat on the oblong 

box and pulled at their pipes, the circle of gleaming eyes drew in even 
closer than before.

“I wisht they’d spring up a bunch of moose or something, an’ go 
away an’ leave us alone,” Bill said.

Henry grunted with an intonation that was not all sympathy, and 
for a quarter of an hour they sat on in silence, Henry staring at the 
fire, and Bill at the circle of eyes that burned in the darkness just be-
yond the firelight.

“I wisht we was pullin’ into McGurry right now,” he began again.
“Shut up your wishin’ and your croakin’,” Henry burst out angri-

ly. “Your stomach’s sour. That’s what’s ailin’ you. Swallow a spoonful of 
sody, an’ you’ll sweeten up wonderful an’ be more pleasant company.”

In the morning Henry was aroused by fervid blasphemy that 
proceeded from the mouth of Bill. Henry propped himself up on 
an elbow and looked to see his comrade standing among the dogs 
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CHAPTER I I I :  
THE HUNGER CRY

The day began auspiciously.  They had lost no dogs during the 
night, and they swung out upon the trail and into the silence, 

the darkness, and the cold with spirits that were fairly light.  Bill 
seemed to have forgotten his forebodings of the previous night, and 
even waxed facetious with the dogs when, at midday, they overturned 
the sled on a bad piece of trail.

It was an awkward mix-up. The sled was upside down and jammed 
between a tree-trunk and a huge rock, and they were forced to un-
harness the dogs in order to straighten out the tangle. The two men 
were bent over the sled and trying to right it, when Henry observed 
One Ear sidling away.

“Here, you, One Ear!” he cried, straightening up and turning 
around on the dog.

But One Ear broke into a run across the snow, his traces trail-
ing behind him. And there, out in the snow of their back track, was 
the she-wolf waiting for him. As he neared her, he became suddenly 
cautious. He slowed down to an alert and mincing walk and then 
stopped. He regarded her carefully and dubiously, yet desirefully. She 
seemed to smile at him, showing her teeth in an ingratiating rather 
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than a menacing way. She moved toward him a few steps, playfully, 
and then halted. One Ear drew near to her, still alert and cautious, his 
tail and ears in the air, his head held high.

He tried to sniff noses with her, but she retreated playfully and 
coyly. Every advance on his part was accompanied by a corresponding 
retreat on her part. Step by step she was luring him away from the 
security of his human companionship.  Once, as though a warning 
had in vague ways flitted through his intelligence, he turned his head 
and looked back at the overturned sled, at his team-mates, and at the 
two men who were calling to him.

But whatever idea was forming in his mind, was dissipated by the 
she-wolf, who advanced upon him, sniffed noses with him for a fleeting 
instant, and then resumed her coy retreat before his renewed advances.

In the meantime, Bill had bethought himself of the rifle. But it 
was jammed beneath the overturned sled, and by the time Henry 
had helped him to right the load, One Ear and the she-wolf were too 
close together and the distance too great to risk a shot.

Too late One Ear learned his mistake. Before they saw the cause, 
the two men saw him turn and start to run back toward them. Then, 
approaching at right angles to the trail and cutting off his retreat they 
saw a dozen wolves, lean and grey, bounding across the snow. On the 
instant, the she-wolf ’s coyness and playfulness disappeared. With a 
snarl she sprang upon One Ear. He thrust her off with his shoulder, 
and, his retreat cut off and still intent on regaining the sled, he altered 
his course in an attempt to circle around to it.  More wolves were 
appearing every moment and joining in the chase. The she-wolf was 
one leap behind One Ear and holding her own.

“Where are you goin’?” Henry suddenly demanded, laying his hand 
on his partner’s arm.

Bill shook it off. “I won’t stand it,” he said. “They ain’t a-goin’ to get 
any more of our dogs if I can help it.”



P A R T  I I





37

CHAPTER I :  
THE BAT TLE OF THE FANGS

It was the she-wolf who had first caught the sound of men’s voices 
and the whining of the sled-dogs; and it was the she-wolf who 

was first to spring away from the cornered man in his circle of dying 
flame. The pack had been loath to forego the kill it had hunted down, 
and it lingered for several minutes, making sure of the sounds, and 
then it, too, sprang away on the trail made by the she-wolf.

Running at the forefront of the pack was a large grey wolf—one 
of its several leaders. It was he who directed the pack’s course on the 
heels of the she-wolf. It was he who snarled warningly at the younger 
members of the pack or slashed at them with his fangs when they 
ambitiously tried to pass him. And it was he who increased the pace 
when he sighted the she-wolf, now trotting slowly across the snow.

She dropped in alongside by him, as though it were her appointed 
position, and took the pace of the pack. He did not snarl at her, nor 
show his teeth, when any leap of hers chanced to put her in advance 
of him. On the contrary, he seemed kindly disposed toward her—too 
kindly to suit her, for he was prone to run near to her, and when he 
ran too near it was she who snarled and showed her teeth. Nor was 
she above slashing his shoulder sharply on occasion. At such times 
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he betrayed no anger. He merely sprang to the side and ran stiffly 
ahead for several awkward leaps, in carriage and conduct resembling 
an abashed country swain.

This was his one trouble in the running of the pack; but she had 
other troubles. On her other side ran a gaunt old wolf, grizzled and 
marked with the scars of many battles. He ran always on her right 
side. The fact that he had but one eye, and that the left eye, might 
account for this. He, also, was addicted to crowding her, to veering 
toward her till his scarred muzzle touched her body, or shoulder, or 
neck. As with the running mate on the left, she repelled these at-
tentions with her teeth; but when both bestowed their attentions at 
the same time she was roughly jostled, being compelled, with quick 
snaps to either side, to drive both lovers away and at the same time to 
maintain her forward leap with the pack and see the way of her feet 
before her. At such times her running mates flashed their teeth and 
growled threateningly across at each other. They might have fought, 
but even wooing and its rivalry waited upon the more pressing hun-
ger-need of the pack.

After each repulse, when the old wolf sheered abruptly away from 
the sharp-toothed object of his desire, he shouldered against a young 
three-year-old that ran on his blind right side. This young wolf had 
attained his full size; and, considering the weak and famished con-
dition of the pack, he possessed more than the average vigour and 
spirit.  Nevertheless, he ran with his head even with the shoulder 
of his one-eyed elder. When he ventured to run abreast of the old-
er wolf (which was seldom), a snarl and a snap sent him back even 
with the shoulder again. Sometimes, however, he dropped cautious-
ly and slowly behind and edged in between the old leader and the 
she-wolf. This was doubly resented, even triply resented. When she 
snarled her displeasure, the old leader would whirl on the three-year-
old.  Sometimes she whirled with him.  And sometimes the young 
leader on the left whirled, too.




