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Chapter 14

For to Kill the Beasties

Two men crouched in a rude, stone hut. The moonlight coming
through the gap in the wall above them revealed® them faintly. They
were dressed alike, in rough homespun tweed, except that the younger
one wore a peaked cap and the other a great woolen tam-o’-shanter. For
a long time there was nothing but the sound of their breathing. Then the
younger one stirred.

At that moment the older put out his hand to quiet him.

“Whist, "he said.

They froze into stillness.

“Did ye hear aught, Andrew?” the younger whispered.

“I thocht...”

Silently they rose and stared out through the rectangular® gap in the
wall. Stretching away below them was the moonlit® land, the grassy
fields looking like those of a well-ordered park in the faint smoky-blue of
a thin mist.

They stared a long time, their eyes and ears alert...

“Nay, Andrew, I don’t hear a thing.”

The older man nodded, so that the tuft® on his tam-o’-shanter
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Lassie Come-Home

bobbed back and forth.

“I just thocht I did.”

With the tension lifted, the younger man absent-mindedly took his
pipe from his pocket. The other regarded him disapprovingly.

“I wadn’t smoke, Jock. Och, they’d smell it clear.”

“Aye—that’s so. But I'm dying for a smoke. And they’d smell them
first, wouldn’t they?”

Jock nodded his head toward a great pen in the field below. There,
in the moonlight, the great flock of sheep stood unmoving and still. They
were packed so close together that their backs made a sea of gray.

“And they’d hear aught® long afore us,” Jock continued, motioning®
with his head back over his shoulder. “At least, ma Donnie would.”

Hearing his name, one of the two dogs in the shelter lifted his head
expectantly. The other sighed and watched alertly to see if the long vigil®
was at last over.

“I don’t see the idea o’keeping them in here, anyhow, Andrew. We
should leave’em ootside by the sheep.”

“Na, na, Jock. If they’re ootside, them devils’ll never come.
They’re that canny, lad, it passed understanding.”

“Aye, they maun be canny all richt, "the younger agreed. “Six nichts
we sit up on guard, and not a sign of em. The seventh we gang to our
homes for sleep, and no sooner are our ee’s closed, nor doon they come
on us, ravening and slaughtering®. Seven lambs and two ewes! Seven
lambs, mind you! Why do they no come one o’ the nichts we were
ready for’em?

The older man ignored the last question.

“Ye should be thankful, Jock. Sixteen it was Archie Forsythe lost
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| Lassie Come-Home

the Sabbath. And McKenzie thirteen the nicht afore.”

“Ah, the brutes. The Sabbath and all ither days is the same to them
devils. The black-hairted creatures o’ Satan! If I ever caught one on ’
em...”

The younger man left the rest unsaid.

“What makes’em do it, Andrew?”

“Ah, lad, that’s one o’those things pairhaps it’s not given us to
onderstand. But I suppose dogs is like humans, Jock. Most on’em is
honest and trusty. But every so often there’s one born that has greed and
cruelty and dishonor in his heart, and while he poses® daytimes as a
pairfeet Galahad, as soon as dark hides him he becomes what he is—a
ravening® devil.”

“Aye, Andrew. Ye knaw, Heaven above knaws I hae a love for
dogs. Why, yon beastie o’mine, there’s not a thing I wadn’t do for
him, or a care I wadn’t gie him—or a trust I wadn’t put in him. But
they devils o’ sheepkillers—they’re not dogs. Ye knaw, Andrew, what I
think sometimes?”

“What, Joek?”

“Weel, ye may laugh. But times I think them sheepkillers is not
dogs, but they’re the ghosts o’murderers who’ve been hanged that
return disguisedi’ the body o’ animals!”

The young man said that in such an eerie® tone that they both
shuddered. Then the older shook off the feeling.

“Na, na, Jock. They’re just dogs—and ravening ones that’s gone
bad. And we should hae no pity on’em.”

“Ah, I'll hae no pity—if I ever see one. If I draw a bead on one o’

”

cm...
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Lassie Come-Home

“Whist!”

They froze again as the older man gave his signal.

“There it is!”

“Where?”

“Just dipped over the rise, Jock! Get yet gun, man. Quick!”

The younger grasped his rifle that leaned against the wall, and they
waited. The silence grew too long.

“Ah, ye’re seeing things, Andrew,’the younger said finally,
“there’s naught. Nor will be, while we’re here. The devils, they knaw
we’re waiting. They knaw it!”

“Hush, Jock. Be still, will ye?”

The younger complied®. But the long minutes dragged, and the
tedium® was too much for him. He spoke again.

“Andrew.”

“Aye?”

“Ye knaw, I were just thinking. It’s curious that wi’ us, a dog
should be our greatest helper and also our greatest enemy.”

“That’s it, Jock. It's because they’re so clever to help us, they
become so clever to hurt us when they turn bad. And any of ’em can turn
bad, too, Jock. Don’t forget that. Even your ain beastie that ye treasure
so much. Once they taste sheep blood, they become killers.”

“Not ma Donnie!”

“Nay, nor I think ma Vic, either. But it’s true. Once ony of’em
kill, they’re started, and they go on killing not for food, but for the joy
o’ bloody slaughtering.”

“Ma Donnie wadn’t!”

“Ye can never tell, Jock. There’s some dogs, now, that’ll be
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! Lassie Come-Home

pairfect and upricht wi’ their ain flock. Then, comes nicht, they’ll travel
far awa’—sometimes meeting like by appointment wi’ithers o’ their kind.
Then like a pack o’ wolves they’ll descend ravening on the flock, and
they’ll tear through’em, killing and slaughtering, and they’ll be awa’
again afore help comes. Then they’ll separate, and each steal back hame.
And come the next day, they’ll guard their ain flock as if butter wadn’t
melt i’ their mouths.”

“Ah, but not ma Donnie. If I thocht he did...”

They were silent a while. Then Jock spoke again.

“It seems sad that us wha hae the greatest fondness for dogs must
destroy ’em.”

“Aye—but little destroying we’ll do if we keep chattering all nicht.
They’d never come.”

The silence settled again, and the patch of moonlight moved across
the floor of the rude croft®. And then, at last, the older man spoke
again, this time his voice trembling with emotion.

“Here they come!”

The other jumped to position, leaning his rifle on the ledge. They
both stared, breath-held, at the landscape far to their left.

“Aye, there!”

Jock sighted along his rifle. There was a movement by the stone
wall. Then, beyond the lined sights of the gun he saw a dog. There was
no air of stealth® to it. It came over the wall and trotted plainly into
view.

It was Lassie. It was a week since she had left her den, but she still
traveled with a limp. She came over the field in the clear moonlight,

going straight and steady as if following a compass® route.
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Lassie Come-Home

In the stone hut the older man released his pent® breath. *

“Let him have it, Jock,”he cried, in a hoarse® whisper.

The younger man cuddled® his rifle, but did not fire.

“Where’s the others?”

“What’s the odds? Let him have it.”

“It’s a collie—d’ye ken wha’s it is?

“Nay. It’s a stray®—one o’them wild ones, forebye. Let it have it,
lad. Don’t miss, now.”

Jock turned his head.

“I handled one o’these things in the war, Andrew. I dinna miss—not
when I pay for ma own ammunition®.”

“Then let fly, Jock!”

The younger man cuddled the stock of his rifle again. He held his
breath. Slowly he brought the sights in line—now he saw over the vee of
the hindsight® the steady, unwavering tip of the foresight. Above it was
the tiny figure of a trotting collie. The collie moved, but it always stayed
in the tip of the foresight as the gun followed it along.

Jock took up the slack on the trigger. He felt the “second pull”
beginning to take up.

“Hurry, Jock, now!”

Jock lifted his head and laid the rifle down.

“I canna do it, Andrew.”

“Shoot it, man, shoot it!”

“Na, na, Andrew. It doesna look like one o’ them devils. Look, it
pays no heed? to aught. Let’s see if it gangs near the sheep. For it seems
to be paying no heed to them at all. Look.”

“It’s a stray. We have a richt to shoot it!”
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“Let’s see if it gangs near the sheep. If it does...”

“Och, ye gormless®! Shoot it!”

The older man’s voice rose in urgent? tones. The cry floated over
the night to where Lassie trotted. She paused in her tracks and turned her
head. Then it all struck her together—the sound of men, the scent of
them, the movement in the window of the stone hut. It was man—man
that would chain her, man that she must avoid.

She wheeled and sprang away in a sudden lope.

“There! It's seen us! Let him have it!”

The sudden dash of Lassie half convinced the younger man that he
had misjudged the dog below. For Lassie’s actions were like those of a
guilty dog.

He lifted the rifle quickly, cuddled the stock, and fired.

At the crack that shattered the night, Lassie leaped away. The ugly®
whine of a bullet passing by her left shoulder made her veer quickly to
the right. She raced across the field. There was another shot, and she felt
a burning shock in her flank.

“Nay, I hit it.”

“Ye didna. Look at it go!”

Inside the small shelter the voices of the men mixed with the noise
of the dogs, who now cried pandemonium®.

“Let ’em out!”

The old man raced to the door and opened it. The dogs, then the
men, tumbled® out, and raced away after Lassie’s tracks.

“Go get it! Sic’em!” yelled Andrew.

The dogs raced along, baying® at the chase. They went down the

slope, bellies flat and their bodies almost doubling in two with the
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