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I. THE MIRACLE MAN
From Dawson to the Bering Sea, Cobalt had no other name. The flame of his hair never won him the nickname of Red or Brick. He was only Cobalt from the beginning to the end, and this name, no doubt, was given to him by his eyes, which varied according to his temper from a dull-steel gray to an intense blue with fire behind it. Everyone knew Cobalt. He had come over the pass three years before, and for every step that he took, rumor took ten more. Lightning splashed from the feet of the running gods, and startling reports had spread like lightning from the steps of Cobalt. Many of the things which were said of him never could have been true, but he gathered mystery and an air of enchantment about him. Even what men could not believe, they wanted to believe. There is no human being who has not reveled in fairy tales, and Cobalt was a fairy tale.

He was not beautiful, but he was glorious. When one saw him, one believed, or hypnotized oneself into believing the tales that were told of him. Cobalt never verified or confirmed any of these stories. He never repeated a syllable of them, but of course he must have known about them. All of these tales were remarkable, and some of them were sheer impossibilities, but it is as well to note some of them at the beginning. Men are not what they are, but what other people think them to be. So it was with Cobalt and, in order to know him, one must know of the opinions of his peers.

They told of Cobalt that he once ate eleven pounds of beef, slept twenty hours, and then did a full mans work in hauling for eight days without any sustenance except the bits of snow which he picked up and ate to quench his thirst. Four men attested to the truth of this tale. They said that the thing was the result of a bet, but I never have heard that they actually weighed the meat. Also I have seen eleven pounds of beef and, when cut as steaks, it makes an imposing heap. That tale of Cobalt was typical in that it showed a superhuman quality and also a half-mad, half-gay willingness to tackle anything for a bet, a jest, or a serious purpose.

It was said that once he jumped from a fifty-foot bridge and spoiled a fifty-dollar suit in order to win a one-dollar bet. This tale is among the ridiculous and impossible stories which are told of Cobalt, so that one would say that the man must have been absolutely mad to inspire such talk. However, it just happens that I was present and saw him take the dive.

It was said of Cobalt that in a traveling circus he saw a strong man lift a platform on which there was a piano, a woman playing the piano, and a small dog. The man was labeled the strongest in the world as a matter of course. Cobalt, on another bet, added to the platform another woman, another dog, and the strong man himself and lifted the entire enormous load. Of this story I have nothing to say, and I shall make very little comment upon the others. The items illustrating his strength were innumerable. It was said that he had taken a good-size steel bar and bent it into a horseshoe. This twisted bar was kept on the wall of a saloon in Circle City. Men used to look at it, shake their heads over it, and try their own petty strength in a vain effort to change its shape. They always failed and finally that bar became a rather silly legend at which men laughed.

Then one day Cobalt came back. Someone asked him to unbend the steel bar, and it was handed to him. I myself was there, and I saw the purple vein lift and swell in a straight, diagonal line in his forehead, as he bent the bar into a straight line once more. He threw it to the man who had asked him to attempt the feat, and thereafter the bar was reinstalled upon the wall. Long after, it still remained there and must have been worth a fortune to the saloon keeper, so many people went in to look at the famous bar where the metal had failed to straighten correctly. Nearly everyone handled it and tried it between his hands, or even across his knee, but no one could alter the thing.

It was said that once he hit a man and killed him with a blow to the body. That has been done before, and actually the blow of a gloved hand has killed a man in the ring, a trained heavyweight who was struck over the heart. The miraculous feature of Cobalts punch was that it had landed not on the left but upon the right side of the body. The blow was said to have broken three ribs. This always seemed to me one of the most incredible tales about Cobalt, but I have talked with Gene Pelham, now of Portland, Maine, and he declares that he was the physician who examined the body. He makes this report: that the man was a big Canuck with the build of a heavyweight wrestling champion and the bones to go with it. Upon the right side of the man, where the ribs spring out most boldly, there was a great purple welt and under this welt there actually were three broken ribs.

I asked the doctor if the breaking of the ribs upon the right side could have killed the man, big and strong as he was. He told me that it could hardly have been breaking of the ribs, but the effects of shock operate strangely. There was a bruise at the base of the Canucks skull, and the doctor felt sure that his death had been due to concussion of the brain, owing to the manner in which his head struck the floor in falling.

Another exhibit for Cobalt was a row of four whiskey bottles in the Circle City saloon. Three were empty and one was about a third full. It was solemnly declared that he had drunk all of that whiskey during a single long session in the saloon. This would have been about two-thirds of a gallon of strong whiskey. The exhibit was kept on show partly as a curiosity and partly to demonstrate the excellent quality of the red-eye which was sold in the saloon. I leave those to judge of this feat who know what a strong head is needed to resist the punishment contained in a single bottle of whiskey.

In Eagle Falls I saw a large axe blade whose head was completely buried in hardwood and the handle shattered. This had been accomplished, it was said, at a single stroke by Cobalt. I examined the head of the axe carefully, and it seemed to me that I could detect the evidences of hammering to force the axe deeper into the wood.

These anecdotes may help to prepare the reader for the state of mind through which the men of the arctic looked at Cobalt. In person he was not a giant. I never heard his exact height or weight, but he looked not an inch over six feet, and his shoulders were by no means as massive as many I have seen. In fact, there was nothing remarkable about him except when he got in action. To see him sitting, Cobalt was nothing unusual. When he spoke, there was an odd quality about his voice that made men turn their heads and women also. When he walked, his step had the quality of one about to leap away at full speed.

He came in during the early days, well before the Dawson rush. He was twenty-two when he reached Circle City, and he mined there for two years before the Bairds arrived. That was the turning point in Cobalts life. Most of the men who have been in Circle City can remember Henry Baird, his rosy face, his lack of eyebrows, and his wonderful luck at the mines. And even those who never saw her know all about his daughter, Sylvia.

I suppose she was what a scientist would have called a biological sport, a freak, a sudden throw forward from her ancestry. Certainly there appeared to be nothing of her father about her. Her hair was glistening black and fine as a spiders web. She had black eyebrows, beautifully arched, and under the brows were blue eyes not gray blue, not sky blue, but the lustrous and unfathomable blue of the sea. She was rather small; I dont think that a big woman could have been made so exquisitely. It was enough for me to sit at Henry Bairds table and look at her hand alone, at the luster of the pink nails and the white glow of the skin. She was a radiant creature.

Nearly everyone in Circle City went mad about her, but I dont think that even the most audacious thought of making love to her. She was too beautiful. Her beauty set her apart. We looked up to her as to a being of another world. We talked to her with an odd respect, as if to some famous sage or reverend divine. Then young Cobalt came in and saw her.

Some people said that he did not need to go mad, because he had always been mad. Nobody but a madman would have done the things he had accomplished or tried to accomplish. Nobody, for instance, would have driven a team of six timber wolves and treated them like dogs. So it followed, as a matter of course, when Cobalt saw the girl, he tried to scale heaven and get at her. He saw her once and went right down to see Henry Baird. Baird was new to the country, but naturally he had heard a great deal about Cobalt.

He was rather frightened when the famous young man came in, took his hand in that terrible grasp of his, and looked him in the face with those steel-gray eyes which turned to pale-blue flame when he spoke of Sylvia. However, Baird was a sensible man. He said that he had not the slightest objection to Cobalt. For his own part he hoped that his daughter would not marry a man with less than a hundred thousand and a home to offer her. Of course, a hundred thousand meant a great deal more in those days than it does now. But everything really depended upon Sylvia herself. Had Cobalt spoken to her before on the subject? Did she care for him?

Cobalt said that he hadnt, but that he would make her care. That was how the trouble started. He went to Sylvia and spoke to her. And Sylvia laughed!

Are you doing this on a bet, Cobalt? she asked.


II. MODERN GAL
I can see Sylvia as she must have been that day, muffled in that fine suit of brown furs, with her lovely mouth, and her shining eyes glowing like heavens light through a cloud. Cobalt stared at her as no human being ever had stared at her before.

Do that agin, he said.

What? asked Sylvia.

Laugh at me!

She looked him up and down. No one ever had looked at him in such a manner before that moment no one at least in his right mind. A man did not have to know about Cobalt beforehand. His strength advertised itself, as fire is advertised by its flame. Sylvia was not afraid. Why should she be? Men were merely men! Cobalt might bend steel bars, but Sylvia had bent and molded whole brigades of young fellows and oldish fellows, too. Millions had been offered to her. She had stepped through rivers of gold and diamonds and never allowed the stuff to stick to her. She looked at Cobalt with the double strength of the proud and the good, with a spice of malice thrown in. How could she help being spiteful, when this fellow came along and dared to look at her as though she were merely a desirable girl?

Will you slap me if I laugh? asked Sylvia, and with that she let her laughter peal.

She had a way of putting up her chin a little and lowering her eyes when she laughed. Cobalt stood there and watched her.

Its good, said Cobalt. Its dog-gone good. Its like medicine to me.

Is it? she inquired.

She must have widened her eyes a trifle when she heard him speak like this. If she had any wit at all, she knew that he was out of the common run of men.

Yes, he said, it does me good to hear you laugh. Youre pert, arent you?

Pert? asked Sylvia, her spirit beginning to rise toward anger.

You know, said Cobalt. Youre a little sassy, but I dont mind it. Its spice in you.

Thank you.

Youre proud, too, said Cobalt. Youre proud as Lucifer. I can see that.

Do you always talk to people like this? asked the girl.

Yes. Of course, I do. How else should I talk to them? stated Cobalt.

He meant that. He always said what he thought, straight out. Often it was a shocking thing to hear him, a brutal thing. That was why so many people savored respect for Cobalt with a good dash, not of envy, but of hate. Only a few of us endured and loved him in spite of the way he trod on our toes.

Almost any other way, said the girl. Almost any other way, I should think.

You tell me how.

Why, make them happy, of course. Thats what most people try to do when theyre talking to others.

No, said Cobalt, thats not right.

Dont you think so? questioned Sylvia, beginning to smile and freeze.

No, said Cobalt, because mostly people are lying, and the ones they talk to know theyre lying.

Ah, and you always tell the truth?

Nobody could always tell the truth, he replied, but I try my best to do it.

I must have read that somewhere, said Sylvia. Where did you get it, Cobalt?

Out of my heart, he said, as grave as you please, and pointed at his breast, as though she could look through bones and flesh if she chose. Youll find a lot more in there.

I only see a parka, said Sylvia.

There you go again, said Cobalt, but, when youre sassy like this, you ought always to laugh.

Ought I? she asked, lifting her brows to freeze him again.

But Cobalt didnt freeze. No, no, you might as well have tried to frost the equator.

You ought to laugh and show that youre joking, Cobalt told her, because, if youre serious, you simply need a spanking.

You make me feel very young, said Sylvia, letting the temperature drop another hundred degrees toward absolute zero.

Oh, dont stick up your nose and look down at me. It doesnt amuse me when I see you acting like that. Youve learned that attitude out of your mirror, I suppose, but dont use it on me. Dont talk down to me because, after all, youre only a woman.

Im only a what?

Youre so mad now that you can hardly hear me, went on Cobalt. Get the cobwebs out of your mind and listen to the truth. I said that youre only a woman and, therefore, youve no right to look down your nose at anybody.

Sylvia must have nearly fainted. I know how other men were in front of her like lambs, like poor willing slaves, cluttering up the heavenly ground on which she deigned to put her feet.

I see that youre a profound fellow, Sylvia said to him. You can see at a glance that Im only a woman. What did you expect to find me?

I expected to find you a good deal better than you are, he said. I saw only the shine of you from a distance. Now that I get up close, I see that the wick needs a lot of trimming.

You men, Sylvia said as sardonic as you please, are such masters. Of course, women always look up to such wonderful–

Dont do that, urged Cobalt. If you talk like that, Ill begin to despise you so much that Ill never look at you again. Theres not much to women, you know. Theres almost nothing–except loving em.

True, said Sylvia, beginning to shake a little in the fury that was gripping her. Of course, were just mirrors, and nothing else. Mirrors for the parents, then for the great husband, then for the children. Is that it?

You mighty well know its true, said Cobalt, though, just now, I see that youre ready to scratch my eyes out.

Not at all. I was only about to remark that my time is not entirely my own.

No, said Cobalt, thats true. A good part of it is mine.

Ah? said Sylvia, blinking a little, beginning to think him mad.

Of course it is. One of these days, Sylvia, if you turn out to be half what I think of you, Im going to marry you.

Im astonished and delighted, she said, forcing herself to smile at him again in such a way that any other man would have backed up as if from a tigers claws. Are you really going to marry me, Cobalt–I dont know any other name to give you, you know.

He merely grinned at her. You handle a whip pretty well, but you cant cut me through the skin with your little turns and flips of the tongue. It wont do any good to flog me with ironies, Sylvia.

As if I would attempt such a thing! Of course, I dont know what you mean, Cobalt, but then a woman never understands more than a part of what a man says. She only sees the feet of the god, I dare say.

Youve got a lot of stuff in you, but you need to be taken apart and put together again.

Poor Dad. Hell be terribly upset when he hears that I have to be brought up all over again.

I like you better and better. Cobalt was grinning again.

Oh, how can you! exclaimed Sylvia, putting her two little hands together in admiration.

Dog-gone youre a feast for me. I could spend my life eating you, sauce and all, and spite, and malice, and thorny ironies, and all of that. Now lets get down to brass tacks.

You mean, to name the wedding day?


Thats the main idea. Your father says that your husband ought to have a home for you and a hundred thousand dollars. Now, what do you want?

I only want a great, big, wonderful, masterful man.

Youre going to be mastered, all right, said Cobalt. Is that all you want?

Oh, yes. Just somebody I can look up to.

You can look up to me, Sylvia. You can stand on your tiptoes, and still youll have to look up.

She teetered up on her toes. My gracious, youre right. I dare say that youre always right!

Ill have a hundred per cent average with you.

Then I suppose that well have to be married at once. I can hardly wait and, of course, you have the lovely home and the hundred thousand waiting for us?

You she-wolf! replied Cobalt, his grin flashing down at her. I have a dog team, some dried fish, and my two hands. Im going to rip that hundred thousand out of the ground this year.

Oh, Cobalt, she asked, do we have to wait a whole year?

She made sad eyes at him. Cobalt drank it all in.

What kind of a house do you want? he asked her.

Oh, for myself, just anything would do, but Id never be happy unless I knew that my husband had the right surroundings. I wouldnt set a diamond in base metal. Thered have to be a night park for him to walk in when hes in the garden in the evening with his own thoughts. A good library for his study. Or do you need to study any more, Cobalt?

Go on, said Cobalt. You write down the items, and Ill add up.

Then youd want two or three good servants to look after you properly, and a maid to dress me because Id have to appear as well as possible in the eyes of such a husband. Wed need rooms for those servants, of course, and a good dining room because a little dining room is so stuffy and lacks dignity.

Go on.

Well, you can fill out the rest a great deal better than I can. The stables, the horses and such things–you would know exactly what to have. Youd need more, but three or four good hunters are about all that I would have, unless you wished to be too generous. But for myself I wouldnt want jewels.

No?

Oh, no, nothing to speak of. Just a few nice, big, simple stones. Not emeralds. Oh, no! Theyre too expensive. I like rubies better myself. Just a few to help me catch your eye when youre losing yourself in meditations, you know.

Now I begin to see the picture.

Of course you do, said Sylvia, giving him a smile of childish adoration. I shouldnt have said a thing. You would have known from the first, ever so much better than I do.

Well, said Cobalt, what do you think?

Why, I wouldnt try. Id just leave all of that to you, dear! I know it wont take you long to make enough.

Not long at all. Good bye for a little while, Sylvia.

He held out his arms to her. And she? Why, she stepped right inside them and let him kiss her. Then she followed him to the door and told him that she could hardly wait. Thats the sort of stuff of which she was made.


III. THE LIGHTNING WARRIOR
Cobalt went down to the saloon and staked his dog team against six hundred dollars as a start. Before the next morning, he had won forty thousand dollars. He took a week spending that money. None of it went in dissipation. Everything was sunk in the preparation to get more gold out of the earth. Then he disappeared from Circle City and went to the diggings.

Everyone knew about that conversation he had had with Sylvia Baird. That talk was so typical of Cobalt that people could not help repeating the details of it and laughing heartily. They even asked Sylvia about it, and Sylvia would laugh in turn. But Circle City stopping laughing, and so did Sylvia Baird, when it was learned that Cobalt was organizing his expedition and hiring many hands. Circle City stopped smiling because it very well knew that, when Cobalt bent his energies in any direction, the time for foolish comment had ended. I think that Sylvia began to worry almost at once.
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