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A MIDNIGHT ACQUAINTANCE

- 'T guess I'll go Lhome by way of Blackcap, uncle,’
said Peter Aldrich to the little group that was assembled

in the broad doorway of the Emmons farmhouse.

7 ‘It means quite a climb,” replied Mr. Emmous.
He looked up at the dark dome of the mountain that
rose high above the farm. :

" But a mighty short trip onve vou're on the way
down,’ said his nephew.

A chorus of feminine vbjections arose:

“It’s dreadfully steep !’ " There's
father!” ‘Do you thiuk it's safe?’

" Oh, Peter's dore it before,” said Mr.
easily. It's bright starlight, and the turn
bottom’s wide and plain.’ .

With a cheery geood-night, Peter nicked up the
cord of his sled and started off through the snew. The
road up the mountain showed its pale, curving length
among the stripped trees. Mr. Emmons lived about
Lalf a mile from the sumnnt of Blackcap, and nearly
three nules fran the little town in the valley, where
Peter Aldrich Lived with bis family. The boy fre-
quently came out to visit his cousins; once or twice in
winter he had veturned from the farm, not by the usual
road, but by one that hie had bimsel! discovered ; that is,
he had chimbed with his sied from the Emmons farm to
the summit of Blackeap, and from there had coasted
downr a clear zlope that brought him near the village.
That was what he propesed to do now.

The reoad (o the suminit was steep: but DPeter,
dragging his slell went along briskly, and soon gained
the top of the mountain. The wind had swept the
summit bare: Peter turned to the right, and followed
the line where the suow niet the foot of the granite chiffs
The axe had been ruthlessly put to the land, and the
slope rau down, white and unbroken. o the valley and
the river that fed the two wills of the Httle village.

The keen air, the nystery that even the
familiar thines asswme 1o stavlight, the silence, the loug,
steep fall of the mountain side, with its suggestion of
swift movement filled Peter with excitement. He
pointed his sled towards the distant town, and stocd for
a moment enjoying the thrills of anticipation.

Then he threw Inmself tiat upen the shed,

The steel-shod runners crunched crisply the
sow as the sted started. It vhided forward swoothly,
rocked a little as it wathered speed, and then feaped Tor-
ward and sped down the slopes the air burned Peter's
face aud Leat back Lits e, The speed of lis descent
really frightened Lim jor & moweat.

When his eves grew able to endure the pressuve of
the air withoutuhliukmg. he had aunotiier shock. On
two former occasions he hud eoasted down the mouutain
at this very point, but that was in the davtime: he
now realised that the starlight, bright it seeimed,
wag not strong enough to enable hure to pick oul any
landmark while he was going at such speed. The
stumps left by the woodeutters were not visible at ali;
the few patches of serub were flying shadows, )

*T must be sure to turn when [ get to the lommng
road,” he thought. °That's just Lelow the last big
streteh ol serub. It's 5o flat theve [ can's miss it, aud
the turn is easy —therc’s plenty of room.’

But here the starlight iricked him again. There
seemed to be no hreak in the level of the blmsh-white
slopo that fell away before him: and ithe stretch of
scrub had vanished. 1le eauld not judge the speed of
the sled verv accuratelv.  1le was almost sure that he was
near the road, which l-uy on w bread shelf near the base
of the mountain. 10 he was, hisz speed must he less
than it appeared to he: yet when lie lowered one foot,
it struck the snow with a vielence that sheok him.

Peter had overlooked the fact that the drop u the
temperature, following the long thaw, lrad made a crust
on the snow. Towards tle bottom particularly, the
slope was like glass, and when Peter put out his foot
the sled leaped and slewed like a shying horse. Tt took
him a few moments to control the sled and prevent a
*spill,’ and in those moments he must have passed the
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At any rate, pass it he did.  He felt the sled pitch
suddenly, as it took the slope beyond. Yet nothing
more dangerous than the river lay ahead, and he was .
sire that its frozen surface would support him. - Sud-.
denly the snow dropped from uuder him, like the brittle
crust of a monstrous pie, and he tumbled pell-mell
into the bowels of a great hole filled with the most
pungent odor he had ever smelled, -

He knew at once that he was not alone in the hole.
The cdor was unmistakably that of a wild beast, and,
moreover, he felt a warmth that could come only from
a living body. He did not try to see what was close to-
him; he was frankly afraid to lock at it.  Bent only
on escaping from the rank pit, he fought his way up ity
crumbling side until he reached the firm crust.

On the very edge of the pit was his sled, with the
forward part of its ruuners thrust deep into the snow.
e seized it and tugged at it with awkward violence,
while something black and large aud silent heaved itself
slowly up the side of the pit.  Before Peter got his
sled iree, the big, unceuth shape laborved out on the
crust.

Peter had leard that the bears round Blackeap
were seldomn dangerous, but he had never met one face
to face hefore. The size of the great brute, the fact
that 1L was night and that they were alone together,
frightencd Peter. He yanked his sled inlo position,
and threw himself upon it with a violent forward thrust.

Tn normal circumstances the bear would probably
Lave been anxious to avold an encounter, but in the leng
thaw it had come out of its winter’'s nap, lean, hungry,
and irritable, and the rude shattering of its house had
let the cold in wpon its now sensitive body.  Tts irrita-
tion centred itself instantly upon the cause of its un-
pleasant situation. Tt leaped forward to overtake the
moving sled, and swung its big forepaw out in a sweep-
ing blew.  Below the shelf where the bear had made
its winter quarters, the piteh of the ledgy bank was
clhimost perpendicular.  During the thaw the dvippings
from above had ruu down tlus slope; then freezing
weather had made a sheet of glace ice, so hard that
neither tie sled runners nor the bear’s claws could make
any impression upoun it.  Bear and sled shot down the
polished incline together, and spun out upon the frozen
surface of the river, which, with a volley of sharp
sounds, splintered beneath themn.

Peter rose to the surface of the cold, black pool;
and pawed frantically at the tinkling fragments of ice.
11is sled was gone, carried away by the current: but
the bear was there, a burly. snorting figure, swimming
vound the pool In a search for some avenue of escape.
Hardly knowing which to fear the more, the river or
the brute, Peter began to swim round, too: when the
hear pauxed and stretehed its forepaws out upon the ice
in an effort to get out of the water, Peter did the same
on the upposite side of the pool.

The bear strained and pufled: Peter strained and
shivered, chilled to the marrow of his bounes.  Once and
again he pot his breast on the ice, and once and again
the ice snapped under him.  Peler was a good swimmer,
put the intense cold of the water was clutching his
muscles, and he kunew that unless he got out very soon
he could never get out at all.

The bear had been trying the ice opposite the nearer
bank. Now 1t twrned and floundered across the pool
and aitacked the point that Peter had hurriedly vacated
at its appreach. On this side the bank was almost
2 hundred feet away: perhaps the animal realised the
fact, for it scon became discoenraged, and turned back
Lo the other side of the pool. Back went Peler to his
former position, full of bitter despair.  As he grasped
the ice again, he felt that his strength was going fast.
He raised his volee again and again in cries for help,

Suddenly anotlier sound rolled between the walls
of the river - the grunting of tlhe bear. The . animal
seemed stirred into a frenzy at hearing the human
volce. Tt no longer tried to erawl out on the ice, but
struck at it repeatedly, as if trying to break its way
through to the shore.  The swash it raised in the little
pool was considerable, and with the steady pull of the
current, tore Peter's muwnbed fingers frem the 1ce. He
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