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For Love of Maxie

 


My daughter came past me, walking towards the stable
with a determined look on her face. I cleared my throat.

"Where are you going?"

"Riding, daddy."

I looked her over. Annie's only eight, but
she grew up out here and she knows the rough country and horses.
And she's a sensible child, not one to take foolish chances, but
despite that I wasn't happy about her going out just now.

"I don't like the look of the weather,
sweetheart. Which way are you going?"

"Towards Verdis Canyon, daddy. I'll be back
in a couple of hours, I promise."

It sounded all right, and her pony, Maxie, is
elderly, smart, very sure-footed, and devoted to Annie. He belonged
to my wife before she died and he's spent his whole life being
ridden by one or the other of the Landis women. I nodded and Annie
broke into a run towards the stable. I looked back ten minutes
later to see them heading west, Annie with her long brown hair
lifted by the wind, and Maxie, loping along, his dun hide blending
quickly into the landscape as they got further away.

I went back to the ranch's bank statements
I'd been working on and it was hours later that I simultaneously
realized three things. That it was now almost dark, it was raining
solidly, and that I'd never seen or heard Annie come back.

I came to my feet in one jump, and in another
couple of seconds I was out the door heading for the stable.
Maxie's stall was empty. It felt like all the breath had left my
body, and I froze, then I started looking about me. Maxie's saddle
and bridle weren't there, and in the mud-room Annie's riding coat
wasn't hung up, nor were her riding boots on the boot rack. No,
they hadn't come back. I won't say that the area around Bodie in
the year of our Lord 1891 is filled with danger, but I've never
known a time anywhere when something can't go wrong. And if Annie
and Maxie were still out there then something had gone badly wrong,
and it was up to me to find them.

I made myself move slowly, considering each
step; panic would only slow me down or make me miss something
vital. I headed inside, reached for the small steam-powered engine
that turned on the house's requirements, hooked up the phone and
cranked it. Then I called Jack. He's a nearby neighbor, a mad
inventor, and an all-around good man who's an honorary uncle to my
daughter. He came on the line and I told him about Annie.

"Not good to hear. I guess she's in some sort
of trouble, and we'd better find her. I'll ride over on
Dobbin."

Dobbin is his steam-powered horse, Jack's
been building those for some years and he's got pretty good at it.
Dobbin can go all day on a tank of water, and he's dual-control, he
can work off either ordinary horse commands with reins and heels,
or work from voice orders. I donned my oilskins, and went out to
saddle my mare. I was just leading her out of the stable when Jack
came riding up.

"What do you know about where Annie was
going?"

"Towards Verdis Canyon, she said. Reckoned
she'd be back in a couple of hours, you know Annie, if she says
something like that, she'll do it."

Jack pursed his lips. "An' she knows how long
it takes to ride there an' back. So we go west about two hours
ride."

"Why two?"

"She could always gallop back," was Jack's
reply and I thought it a good one. Yes, Maxie was more than twenty,
but he could still shift when he was asked, Annie was a light
weight, and then too, she could have gone just a little further
than she meant to, assuming she could make up the time it'd take to
come home by pushing him along.

We found them in a clump of brush half an
hour from home. Jack had the big lantern that took power off
Dobbin, shining out, and Annie saw us coming. She came scooting out
of the brush calling to me, and it wasn't just the rain on her face
– or on mine for that matter. I swung down and held her while she
cried against my shoulder and I knew from the heaving sobs that
there was more wrong that I hadn't heard about as yet.

It was Jack who cut to the chase. "Where's
Maxie, honey?"

She jerked her head to indicate the brush.
"It was my fault. I was hurrying to get back home, and he put his
foot in a hole…"

Jack moved the lantern and I saw what I
hadn't noticed before, that Annie had mud all down one side of her
clothes and a bruise on her cheek.

"He fell, daddy, he did his best, honestly,
he tried not to fall on me, and he sort of twisted so he wouldn't …
and … and…," She dissolved in tears again.

I put an arm around her while Jack detached
the lantern and walked ahead. We found Maxie lying there. Yes, he'd
saved Annie from being crushed under him when he fell, although the
Lord only knows how, but in doing so he'd broken his neck and the
leg that had gone into the hole. There was no way he could be
saved, and I understood that was why Annie had stayed with him. Her
horse was dying. He had no more than a few more minutes left to go
now and she wouldn't leave him to die alone.

I took my oilskins off and draped them about
her as she slumped to sit beside him. She put her arms about his
neck, moved his head into her lap and began talking, using the
murmurings and sounds, with here and there single words or phrases,
with which a horse person communicates with a mount that knows what
their rider means. Maxie did. His ears swiveled to listen and his
eyes focused on her where she was crouched over him, her gaze fixed
on his. And very slowly, so slowly I could never quite see the
final moment when it happened, the light faded from his eyes.

A long minute after that Annie let his head
slide from her lap and stood up, swaying. I went to lead her away
but she paused, working to take something from her pocket. I saw a
knife blade glint in the lantern-light as she stooped and carefully
cut off a lock of his mane. Then, at last, she let us lead her
away, mount her on Dobbin in front of Jack and slowly, silently, we
rode home.

I let her sleep in late the next day and when
she joined me she never mentioned Maxie. I made her something to
eat, told her I'd be gone for a while and left her. Jack joined me
as agreed around midday and we salvaged the horse tack before
burning Maxie's body. The land hereabout is rocky and it would have
been impossible to dig a hole large enough – and unthinkable to
leave him to the scavengers – so we stacked brush all around him,
fired it and added more and more as time went on until there was
nothing left of the body but a scattering of the larger bones.

I went back the next day to bury those and
darned if something hadn't already got to one, it had gnawed the
end so that it was splintered, and I cursed as I gathered up the
chips and bagged them into an old sack that I hauled down to a dip,
which I dug deeper and buried them there, adding a cairn of the
biggest stones I could carry to top off the grave against other
foragers.

Annie didn't mention Maxie for almost a year,
and when she did that was Jack's doing. For her ninth birthday he
came riding up on Dobbin leading the most nondescript steamer horse
you ever saw. It was just under fourteen hands in height; narrow in
width, with thick legs, big hooves, and a slightly roman nose. It
was a dun, not the flashier variation with black mane, tail, and
stockings, but a plain dun all over. Jack dismounted and walked it
over to Annie.

"Happy Birthday, honey. This is for you. He's
got real strong legs so they won't break easily, and big hooves to
keep him sure-footed. He's been trained to the usual commands, and
he'll carry you all your life if you want to keep him."

There were a few seconds when it hung in the
balance then her hands went out to stroke him, and the steamer
swung his head to bump her with his nose. I caught Jack's eye at
that and he nodded. Yes, he'd taught the steamer a few tricks to
make it seem more life-like and it worked because Annie was hugging
the thing, and then Jack and me.

"Oh, I love him Uncle Jack, what's his
name?"

Well, I doubted the "his". Machines don't
have a sex but I wasn't going to say so and Annie was laughing in a
way I hadn't heard for too long.

Jack beamed at her. "He doesn't have one yet.
That's up to you."

Annie laid a hand on the steamer's shoulder
and smiled at us. "His name is Maxie," she said, and that was
that.

She rode Maxie everywhere just as she had the
original Maxie, except that she was much safer on this one. He had
a few features that Jack had been developing. One was a sort of
holster where a section of his shoulder opened if the rider pressed
on the right place and you could keep a spare loaded handgun or a
sawn-off in there, right close to hand. The other shoulder, the off
one, had a tiny section that opened as well, just big enough to
hold a few coins and notes, or something of that size. That one
only opened to a voice command, and it had to be a voice the
steamer had registered.

I never tried to open it. Annie kept young
girl stuff in there and it would have been unforgivably intrusive
had I demanded to know what was in there. It was as well she had a
gun to hand as it was; she was thirteen when some lowlife came out
of the trees where she took a shortcut home and tried to grab her.
She dropped the reins, hit the panel with one hand and snatched the
gun out with the other as Maxie pivoted. Then she fired, and the
lowlife hit the ground. Jack and I went out in a group when she got
home and told us, and we found her target, buckshot in one
shoulder, and a broken knee as he tried to ride away while his
horse plunged and sidled at the scent of blood and a rider that was
all over the saddle. We hung him of course, and Annie praised
Maxie.

"He kicked that man. And he lined him up just
right for me to shoot too."

I nodded agreeably. Steamers have no
volition, they obey commands and Maxie would have interpreted the
shift of her body as she turned in the saddle, as a command to
pivot, that was all. As for the kick, the man must have touched
him, or some movement Annie made was interpreted as an order to
kick. It could have been nothing more, and Jack agreed when I asked
him.

But it was the event when Annie turned
sixteen that made me rethink a good many of my assumptions. The
railroad had come through the year before, and steam-trains ran up
and down the line, making getting cattle to market and bringing
goods back to our ranches, easier by far, a lot faster – and often
cheaper too, although not always. There were points that turned a
train off into the town siding and I have to say that there's times
when progress is right useful.

It'd rained a lot that week and I took the
buckboard to the township to shop. Annie rode Maxie and it was a
very pleasant day. Until we started for home, that was, and the
weather turned to a light drizzle again making the road slippery. I
had a new horse in the shafts. I still often preferred a live
animal to a steamer, and this animal was young, and a little
flighty. The journey hadn't been long enough to tire him since he'd
had a rest while we shopped and he was feeling his oats. It
happened as we neared the rails and a snake broke out of the grass
right by my horse's front hooves. He reared, squealed in panic and
leapt into a run.

Seconds later the buckboard wheels hit the
rails and the buckboard overturned tossing me out across the rails.
Neither of us knew it at the time but as I tried to roll over and
stand, my old buckskin coat caught under one of the cross-rails
where the points were, and there I was, immoveable. Annie was out
of the saddle almost before I hit the metal, and she was hauling at
me. It made no never-mind, I was there to stay and then, in the
distance, I felt the vibration in the rails that says a train is on
its way.

I breathed deep and spoke, keeping my voice
calm. "Get back, sweetheart, a train's coming."

I should have known better. She set her mouth
and hauled again. I saw sweat break out on her forehead with the
effort she was putting into moving me – and for all that she was
strong I didn't move an inch.

"Sweetheart, get back from the rails."

She didn't speak to me but to Maxie. "Here,
Maxie." He came and took hold of my collar in his teeth, but even
his strength only tore away the collar and I was still pinned.

"Annie," I said keeping my voice quiet. "If
you stay on the rails you'll be killed too, I'd rather that didn't
happen." But I saw her eyes and I knew she wasn't leaving me. We'd
live or die together and I couldn't bear it. And maybe something
else couldn't either because Maxie turned, his head cocked towards
where the train was coming and all at once he was galloping away,
vanishing into the trees that hid us from the train-driver's
sight.

Annie stared after him briefly before turning
back to put her arms around me. "I love you, daddy."

"I love you too, sweetheart," I told her as
she made a final effort to drag me free – and failed. I could hear
the train, the chuffing of the pistons and the clickety-clack of
wheels on rails, as it neared us.

"Look at me," I said gently, "Don't look at
the train, Annie; keep your eyes on me."

And from up the rails we heard it then. The
shriek of vented steam as a whistle blew and blew, then a screaming
of brakes, followed by a crash, the sound of metal on metal, and a
bang like the end of the world. I knew that sound, I'd heard it
before when Jack experimented. It was the sound of a boiler
stressed to explosion point. Maxie?

They came in a while, found what the thing
was that trapped me and I was freed while they told us the story.
"Come galloping up the line to us, it did," said the driver.
"Rearing up, right on the line, I blew the whistle over and over
and it wouldn't move. Just stayed there until I slammed on the
brakes but by then it was too late, and still it wouldn't get off
the line. My fireman, Lee here, said as how maybe there was
something we should look at on the line up aways. So we walked on
an' there you were, sir. Reckon that was a very well programmed
steamer."

"Yes," I said absently. "My friend Jack
builds them."

"Lucky that, sir. Well we'd best be getting
back to check that the train will still start, and you'd maybe like
to get what's left of your steamer off the line."

With his and his fireman's aid we did that.
The train started and moved off and Annie and I were left standing
by Maxie's smashed body.

"I'll get him taken home tomorrow," I told
her," and she nodded. Neither of us saying what was in our minds,
that no one had given any orders, and what order could we have
given? Jack hadn't coded anything into Maxie about stopping
trains.

Well, we had what was left of Maxie carried
home to the ranch, and Jack rebuilt him completely for Annie, until
he was as good as new. Before he did that though, I went over the
steamer and found that the terrible blow the train had given him
had sprung the tiny pocket in his off-shoulder, and within that I
found a rolled-up handkerchief. I opened it and wrapped in the
material was a chip of bone, and a braided length of horsehair. I
stared at them for a long time, then, very carefully, I rolled them
up in the handkerchief again, stowed it back in the pocket, and
closed the hide.

Did something of the original Maxie come to
save Annie that day? Did his hair and bone carry his love for her
and at the last impel his deputy to her rescue? Or could something
man had created have become so much more than a machine, and had it
only needed love for that change? I didn't know then and I still
don't, but thirty years later I look out at Annie's three-year-old
grandchild riding Maxie and I marvel. Because it doesn't matter how
or why, only that it happened and like the bard said, I
guess that there's more things on heaven and earth than poor fools
like me will ever understand.
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Polly and Johnny

 


"You're a narrow-minded stubborn idiot!"

"Nope, just sensible," I retorted.

"Sensible?" Jack's voice almost cracked, he
was so mad. "Look, I built a steam-powered horse, a pack animal
that won't tire, won't cost a fortune to feed, can guard you at
night, carry twice the load, and doesn't have to be hobbled."

I sighed. "Jack, you make some wonderful
gadgets, but they aren't practical for a desert prospector."

He snorted. "Remember John Henry? The song
says that he won, but really we all know that he beat that
steam-drill once, then he died and steam took over. It's the thing
now, it's what everyone uses."

I made another attempt to explain. "Jack,
John Henry lost in the end because a man can't beat a machine where
no brains are involved. The brute power and endurance of a machine
will beat a man, but where the job involves intelligence as well,
then machines lose out to people – or even animals sometimes."

I left him thinking about that and stepped up
my walking pace. I wanted to get a couple of good drinks inside
before he started on me again. Ever since he'd built a couple of
steam-powered horses he'd wanted me to take them on trial but I'd
been riding Polly, my mare, for more than ten years now. I'd bought
Johnny the jack donkey two years after that and he'd been my pack
donkey ever since, they understood me an' I understood them. They
were company out in the desert too, which is more than a couple of
steam-driven rust-buckets would be.

Jack caught up with me next morning at
breakfast. "Are you going out today?"

"Yup, as soon as I've saddled Polly and
Johnny an' bought my supplies. Gonna try along the foothills
towards Chaco Canyon. Never tried there before an' I think it's
about time I did."

Jack laid a palm flat on the table, his round
face earnest. "I tell you what, you take my steam-horses with you
and I'll pay for your supplies this trip? You can use Polly and
Johnny, but take my two as well, see how they go. I bet after you
see what they can do you'll take them on their own next time." His
tone on that last sentence was confident and I wavered. He
continued his persuasion. "They have saddles, I'll saddle one with
a riding saddle, the other one with a pack saddle, and I'll put
more supplies in that pack for you too. Come on, Hank. What do you
say?"

I thought about it while Jack was smart
enough to wait. After four or five minutes I nodded. "Okay, I'll
take your two but I'll use mine to ride and pack, your pair can
just follow along. Can you have them ready by nine?"

"You can't go this morning, I have to teach
you the commands that activate them, and you'll have to talk to
them an hour or so until they know your voice and understand what
you're saying."

I was a mite annoyed about that but I was
getting two packs of supplies for nothing and it was worth waiting.
I followed along to his place and talked myself hoarse until his
steam-powered critters were doing as I told them.

"All you have to do," Jack said,
demonstrating, "is pour water in here until the tank is full. Or
you give orders and they'll drink. They go twenty-four to thirty
hours on a tank. The time difference depends on the land being flat
or not, and how fast you run them."

"How big is the tank?"

"Takes ten gallons."

I could have pointed out a few things right
there but I didn't. I'd wait until we got back and then I'd have
examples I could hit him with.

I left at daybreak next morning, me on Polly,
Johnny trailing along, his nose at her flank, and the two steamers
ambling along to one side of us. Neither Polly nor Johnny liked
them much but once they saw the things wouldn't harm them they
quieted down and we went on our way.

That night we stopped at the Washbourne seep.
It's in a cluster of rocks and was a damn nuisance. The steamers
couldn't climb into the rocks as Polly and Johnny could, so I had
to carry bucket after bucket of water to fill the tanks, but I
managed and three days later I was at Chaco Canyon setting up camp.
I took a day's rest and then started fossicking about, digging in
likely places, checking a couple of dry stream-beds, and chipping
chunks of any likely-looking rock. The stream by the camp was small
and slow moving but there was enough water to do us all so I wasn't
worried.

But the steamers stayed a nuisance. I had
them under orders to drink when they needed to refill their tanks,
and I had them on guard too, but I hadn't thought about that last.
Old Standing Bear dropped in and one of the steamers darn near got
him before I could call it off. You had to introduce people to
them, and they had to be there to be introduced. Standing Bear had
just come walking into the camp not knowing any better. He learned
though and I wouldn't a' thought the old man could move that
quickly.

"What is that thing, my friend
Hank?"

"Steam-powered horse," I told him. "My friend
Jack's making them and this pair is his experimental models. I got
them out here to see how they go."

"Go bloody fast."

I had to agree with him there. Standing Bear
stayed the night and went off around noon the next day while I went
back to chipping and digging, and prying some of the boulders out
of a dry streambed. Over two months I found a few pockets of color,
washed out a little gold, found one small nugget, and was thinking
about starting back when I walked up-stream by the water, spotted a
tiny path leading between two boulders and followed it.

It came out in a cirque up against a cliff,
and looking up I could see that when it rained hard the water would
come down the cliff-face and fill the path so that it was a small
river. Not that it mattered, any water would trickle before it
gushed, and it wasn't much distance between the valley and lower
ground where any water would spread out. I took a look around and
liked what I saw. I started digging right below the cliff where the
water had washed a sort of deep trough over the years, and once I
had a few sacks of earth I took them back down to the stream and
washed them pan by pan.

Johnny came over to put his nose on my
shoulder when I whistled softly, running a forefinger through the
bright grains of gold. "Yeah, look at that, you old jackass. That's
the best color I've ever seen. Grains are rough, means it wasn't
washed far before it landed here. Could be only a pocket, but even
if it is, I could take out enough to pay for a retirement just in
case. An an-ui-ty for me, an' a stable an' paddock for you
two."

I stopped digging and panning for the day,
moved most of my gear up to the valley and settled in. I'd pan
until the supplies ran out, and then I'd go back to town, show the
usual few pinches of gold, sigh, and say I was sure I'd find more
sometime and re-supply. Town was used to it, they wouldn't think
anything about it and what I'd washed out so far I could stash at
my place and come back here again. I'd give Jack a report on his
steamers at the same time.

I was close to finishing up the supplies an'
thinking about leaving, so to be on the safe side I sewed that gold
– and there was a fairish amount by then – into the hem of my old
moleskin waistcoat, and in pockets in the lining, an' cleared up my
camp. I got everythin' packed an' all I'd have to do in the morning
would be to saddle Polly and Johnny and the steamers and get
going.

"Reckon we're just about gone," I said to
Polly and she snuffled at me affectionately. At least that was the
program I planned. What is it some poet said about the best-laid
plans a' mice an' men going ugly? I'm here to tell you they went
some ugly all right.

I had the steamers on watch, supposed to stop
anything living that came near me while I slept, but maybe they
hadn't learned about rattlers. I woke up bright 'n early, ready to
get a good day's ridin' in, jumped outa' my bed-roll and there was
this almighty sound like stones in a tin and a savage stab in my
calf just above my boot-top. I yelled in fright and pain and Jack
come busting into camp. He took that rattler in his big yellow
teeth, flung it to the ground and jumped on it a time or two. Then
he stood watching in case it moved again. It didn't.

I was moving though. I got the blood
flowing, and managed to screw my body around far enough to suck a
lot of the poison out, but looking at that snake, I knew I was
going to be real sick, real soon. It'd taken four fairly easy days
to get here, if it took much more than half that long to get back
I'd not make it. So it was the nearest steamer I straddled, and the
other one that carried the camp gear. I ordered my mount into a
slow rocking canter and sat there while its fellow rocked along
beside us. Polly and Johnny fell behind over the day despite
carrying nothing but their saddles. We camped at a small hollow
where rainwater collects in the rock and there was just sufficient
there for all of us with the critters catching up an hour after the
steamers stopped. I slept a few hours and took off again soon as
the moon was up.

By now my leg was twice its normal size and I
was starting to feel giddy. I gave us a rest around noon; started
off again and kept moving until late afternoon, then the steamer I
was on made a strange grating sound and stopped dead. I was too
light-headed to think about that much. I got onto the other one and
ordered it into motion. At nightfall it stopped too, no sound, it
just appeared to have run out of steam – literally. I was scared,
and that gave me enough energy to try ordering it, I yelled, hit
the thing, grabbed a water-skin from Johnny when he came up with us
and poured water into the tank. It ran right out again, damn tank
was still full.

I was having trouble staying on my feet but
Polly was nudging me, worried I guess. She knew I was in trouble. I
gave her the water-skin and she took it in her teeth as they knew
how to do, and drank, I passed it on and Johnny finished the last
of the water. I clung to her stirrup, and somehow I hauled myself
onto her back and told them, Johnny standing there beside her and
watching me, listening with his big ears pointed my way.

"Fellers, take me home, don't break up the
old team now."

Polly started walking, Johnny at her heels,
and that steamer stood there as we left it behind us. I estimated
that two days riding the steamers had been three an' a half days on
normal horseback, so if we didn't stop I might just make it, but
there weren't no guarantees. I dug out a length of rawhide from a
pants pocket an' lashed my hands to the saddle-horn, hooked my
boots deep into the stirrups, and prayed. I don't know what
happened after that. Jack told me that we came walking into town,
Polly and that jackass almost on their knees but still moving
forward.

It took more than a week before I was on my
feet again an' when I was, I had a word or two for Jack.

"Steamers is useless, I guessed they would
be, but now I'm not guessing, dunno why they stopped but they both
did. And they didn't do much of a job guarding neither." Jack
looked incredulous, until I told him the whole story.

"I'll ride out and get them," he said, his
face set in determined lines. "I want to know what went wrong, why
they quit."

I went back to sleep, and only woke up when
he brought in breakfast next morning. He was a bit down in the
mouth.

"I know why they stopped. Sand in the gears
with the first one, the other one had algae."

"Algy? Who's…"

"Algae, that green scum that you see around
the edges of stagnant water. The steamer kept drinking, water where
it drank must have been pooled, and it took in more and more algae
and with water in the tank too, and it being warm, the algae grew
even faster. In the end it filled the tank. I'll have to go back to
my drawing board, you were right. Steamers aren't any good for the
desert."

I said nothing about how a smart horse
wouldn't be drinking algy. Polly and Johnny always drank from the
cleaner faster moving water. "How soon before you could get that
pair up and working?" I asked.

"Before you're fit to go anywhere, why?"

"If I can borrow them again I've got a couple
of ideas we can try."

We talked it over. He's a trustworthy cuss,
Jack. Once I was back on my feet, we gave out that we were
experimenting with the steamers and took off. That gold turned out
to be only a pocket as I'd thought, but it was a fair size. I've
got a small ranch on the desert side a' town now, and Jack's got a
workshop and a cottage there. The steamers, with a few
modifications make good packhorses for the army, or emergency
short-term-pursuit mounts. I go out in spring or fall and do a bit
of prospecting still, and now and again I take a dig at Jack.

"Something else steamers can't do," I tell
him, as we watch Polly's fourth foal by Johnny kicking up his
heels.

"Yeah. Like that song in a way."

"Huh?"

He grinned at me. "You and ole Polly and
Johnny beating the steamers. And none of you had to die to do
it."

I nodded. "That's true, an' maybe always will
be because a machine's brute strength, but me and Johnny and Polly,
we're smart."

"A'course," Jack said thoughtfully. "If I
built a machine that could think…"

I could think of nothing safe to say – an' I
said it.
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Treasure

 


Joe Tremain was a man of mostly average description.
He was medium height, medium build, medium coloring, medium
circumstances, and middle-aged. His father died young, and after
that it was just Joe and his mother, who had left him a house that
had one official bedroom, a loft that had been Joe's bedroom, and
around ten acres of land, (a mere nothing in a land where ranches
were measured in square miles,) but Joe got along well enough doing
part time work for a number of locals. He lived alone – unless you
counted the black cat that spent half its time mouse-hunting, and
the other half asleep on Joe's bed. The cat's name – given with
Joe's tendency to be practical – was Blackie.

Joe lived in Bodie, he'd been just a bit too
young to ride in the war and his widowed mother had needed him,
which made him useful locally since a number of those who had gone
away came back damaged, while quite a few others never came back at
all. So, while Joe wasn't the brightest crystal in the saloon's
chandelier, he was bright enough, and he worked hard. What no one
knew was that he was also an optimist. He dreamed, hoped that one
day something would happen to take him out of his small dusty
western town and off to the bright lights. Blackie could go to live
with Old Mrs. Mariner if that happened. Joe knew the old lady liked
cats and she'd be good to Blackie.

As I said, Joe was an optimist, and severely
practical – in his own way – so that when Blackie came in that
October night with a live mouse, and the mouse spoke to him, Joe
wasn't unduly surprised; and he listened as many others wouldn't
have. Blackie carried the mouse over, set it down by Joe, and
placed a paw on it. The mouse looked up at Joe and its tiny black
eyes widened imploringly.

"I don't want to die."

Joe considered that and found it reasonable.
"I guess not."

"Save me."

"Why?" Joe was still reasonable. "You mice
eat my food. I only put a flapjack to one side while I fetched my
socks this morning and when I come back one of you were already
eating it, nibbled all around the edge it were. That's what
Blackie's for, does a fine job, he does."

The mouse fell briefly silent. "I could give
you something?"

"What?"

"I have a treasure. Part of it has come down
from my earliest ancestors. If you let me go I'll give it to
you."

"How'd I know you'll come back at all if I
let you go?"

The mouse pondered. "I could swear…"

"I kin swear too. Don't mean nothing."

"I mean I could give you my word. I could
promise on the fertility of my line. That's an oath no mouse would
break." The tiny form tensed as it waited for the human to
reply.

Joe thought about it. Not a
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