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Wolverine

 


In
the harsh wilderness of the Rocky Mountains, every day presents a
new challenge. Nate King and his family have survived by overcoming
those challenges, one by one. But in the new valley that is their
home, they face perils they've never before known. Some of the most
vicious predators on the continent are stalking the Kings and their
friends. Nate has gone up against grizzlies, mountain lions, and
enraged buffalo, but he's never battled wolverines--cunningly
savage killers that know no fear. One wolverine is dangerous
enough, but five live in this valley…and they're out for
blood.

 


People of the
Forest

 


When Nate King chose a new valley in which to build his home,
he wanted to get away from all civilization and the inevitable
trouble it brings. But Nate can’t duck trouble for very long. A
hostile band of Indians has also laid claim to the Kings’ valley,
and they’ve made it clear they’re not willing to share. In a
desperate act to punish Nate and his family, they capture his
daughter, Evelyn. And Nate will do anything it takes—even if it
means sacrificing his own life—to get her back.
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Prologue

 


The female’s nose twitched. From out of the
valley wafted scents new to her. Tantalizing scents that made her
halt and lift her head up into the wind.

Behind her, her five offspring also stopped
and sniffed as she was sniffing. They imitated everything she did.
It was how they learned. It was how they survived in a world that
would, if they were not wary, end their young lives as abruptly and
mercilessly as they ended the lives of so many other creatures.

Spurred by curiosity and an empty belly, the
female grunted and headed down a timbered slope toward the valley
floor. She moved with the shuffling gait of all her kind, her hairy
body flowing over the ground with an ease and economy of movement
that belied her bulk.

She was big, this female. More than five
feet from the tip of her nose to the tip of her bushy tail. She
weighed more than fifty pounds, which was more than most females,
yet less than the huge male she had mated with. Her dark eyes
gleamed with vitality and intelligence. Her teeth were razors, her
curved claws could rend flesh and bone as if they were clay. She
was in the prime of her life and her power, the queen of her vast
wilderness domain.

Of all the animals in the
wild, her kind were the most fearless. The female had never known a
moment of fright her whole life. She was afraid of nothing, not the
giant bears she occasionally ran into or the big cats that were
wont to dispute her passage or the wolves that tried to steal her
caches. It was always she
who sent them
running. For sheer, unbridled ferocity, she had
no equal. Only others like her could match her, and only the huge
male could best her.

Fearlessly she lived, and fearlessly she now
descended toward the strange scents and equally strange lights at
several points along the shore of the lake at the center of the
valley.

The female had not been down to the lake in
two winters. She had no need. Her thirst was slaked by various
streams that meandered from the snowy heights to feed the lake.
Prey was plentiful year-round. The high forests were her usual
haunts, not the more open ground below.

She came to a rock outcropping and stepped
to the edge. Silhouetted against the stars, she raised her head and
sniffed. The scents were stronger. Scents of animals she had never
smelled. Scents of animals that could fill her empty belly and the
empty bellies of her five shadows.

She glanced back at them. Like her, they
were nearly invisible in the night. Their eyesight was not
exceptional, not like their sense of smell and their keen ears, but
still they were used to the dark, and she could see them as clearly
as if the sun were up. Two were males, three were females. They had
been with her almost two years. Soon she must drive them away and
they would go find domains of their own, leaving her free to mate
with the huge male and give birth to more young in the perpetual
cycle by which she lived.

These five were her sixth litter. They had
grown at a remarkable rate, so much so, the biggest male and the
biggest female were almost as big as she. Keeping them fed was a
challenge. She was always on the go, always on the lookout for
something to eat. It helped that her kind would eat anything, from
roots and berries and eggs to any animal they could catch.

Some creatures, like the big cats, were
faster, and some, like the elk, were many times larger; yet
none—not even the most clever of foxes or the wiliest of
coyotes—could surpass her kind in raw cunning.

Ferocity and cunning. Along with tenacity,
they defined all that she and those like her were. She lived to
kill. In all the mountains, in all the wilderness, her kind were
the most efficient slayers to be found. Most other creatures fled
at the merest whiff of her musk.

Accustomed as she was to always inspiring
fear in others, and never having felt it herself, it did not occur
to the female that the strange lights and the strange scents
presented any danger to her or her brood. The lights and scents
were new, they were different, they should be investigated, as
would any potential source of food.

Still, when the female came to the valley
floor, she slowed and stalked warily forward. New sounds reached
her keen ears, puzzling sounds she could not explain. Sounds so
alien, they raised the hackles on her neck and filled her with an
uncharacteristic unease.

Where once the shore of the lake had been
flat and bare, there now stood three giant piles of logs. They
reminded the female of the mounds beaver lived in, only these were
many times larger and had sharp angles. One was at the west end of
the lake, another midway along the south shore, the third midway
along the north. Their purpose eluded her. The light came from
glowing squares lit with a radiance unlike the pale gleam of the
moon or starlight.

From inside the nearest pile of wood came a
peculiar chattering. The female could not compare it to anything in
her experience. It was like the chatter of chipmunks, only fuller
and louder and punctuated now and again by high brittle squeals.
Something was in there. Something alive.

At the moment, though, the female was more
interested in a number of large creatures that milled about to one
side of the nearest log den. She slunk closer and realized they
were hemmed by slim logs laid end to end, with gaps between. The
creatures were somewhat like elk in their general shape and as tall
as elk at the shoulder, but these had long flowing hair on their
necks, which elk did not have, and long flowing tails, and the
sounds they made were not sounds elk made.

Still, they were prey, and the female
stalked toward them with her body slung low to the ground.

Suddenly light spilled from
the pile of logs. A large hole had opened, a rectangle ablaze like
the sun, and out strode one of the noisy creatures from inside,
holding a long stick. The creature moved to where the elk-like
animals were milling about and made a series of sounds that calmed them. Then the creature turned and stared
in the direction of the female and her offspring.

The female was not concerned. She was too
far from the light for the new creature to see her. She noted how
it came slowly forward and raised the long stick, and she sensed a
significance to the long stick that was beyond her ken. She also
sensed one of her brood stir, and she hissed so only he heard and
knew to stay where he was or suffer her wrath.

The strange one stopped. The female was
tempted to attack, but just then another of the strange creatures
came out of the log den. This one was shorter and slender and had
long flowing hair, like the tails of the elk-like animals. It, too,
carried a long stick, and it made a noise that caused the first one
to turn and walk over to it.

Then a third creature emerged, the smallest
yet, with flowing hair like the second. The three of them made many
sounds until the large one motioned and all three went back inside
the pile of logs and the rectangle of light blinked out.

Bewilderment gripped the female. This was
alien and oddly disturbing. She started to turn to lead her
offspring back up into the high country. She froze when yet another
new scent reached her quivering nostrils. It came from a smaller
pile of logs situated a short distance away. It was a bird scent,
but birds unlike any with which the female was familiar.

She crept closer. From within came soft
clucks and the flapping of wings. She sniffed and scratched at one
of the logs, and the clucking grew louder. The birds had heard her
and were scared.

The female circled the
logs, seeking a way in. A recessed hole held promise, but it was
blocked by a flat piece of wood. She
pressed against it but it would not budge, so she used her claws.
The birds uttered frightened squawks.

Maybe it was the racket they made. Or maybe
it was the stomping of the elk-like animals that brought the
largest of the strange creatures back outside, this time holding a
long stick in one hand and a glowing object in the other.

Light spread across the grass toward the
female. In three bounds she darted around the small pile of logs
and was crouched in deep darkness beside her young ones. The
strange creature came closer. The light brightened but it did not
touch the female or her shadows.

The strange creature bent toward the pile,
then straightened and raised the glowing object up high.

The female girded to attack, but the strange
creature retraced its steps to the rectangle of light and the light
went out.

A pang in the female’s belly galvanized her
into going around the side of the logs and renewing her assault on
the flat piece of wood. She liked juicy bird meat, whether it was
duck or the succulent geese that came to the valley twice a year or
the occasional grouse.

Her claws did their work. The wood came away
in bits and pieces. Within moments she had gouged a slit, and
through it came the bird scent, strong as could be. In her famished
state it was enough to drive the female into a frenzy. She threw
herself at the barrier as if she had gone amok, her teeth and claws
digging deep. Slivers flew every which way. One pierced her paw but
she did not stop. It was a trifling discomfort. She could endure
worse.

One of her young growled.
She did not think to wonder why, and the next moment light washed
over her. Belatedly, she realized what that meant and whirled.
Thunder boomed. Something struck a log next to her with a
loud thwack, and
an acrid odor assailed her.

Two of the strange creatures had come
outside, the large one and the slender one with flowing hair. Wisps
of smoke rose from the end of the long stick held by the creature
with the flowing hair.

The female screeched a challenge and flung
herself at them. Quick as she was, the large strange creature was
quicker. It raised its long stick, and again the female heard a
clap like thunder. Simultaneously, a tremendous blow nearly buckled
her forelegs out from under her. She recovered her balance but
instead of charging she spun and loped into the night.

Instinct propelled her. The instinct to stay
alive. She was hurt, badly hurt. Her insides churned, and she felt
hot and wet and uncommonly weak. She had to concentrate to keep her
legs moving. Her body wanted to lie down and rest.

Dimly, the female was conscious of the
patter of her young. She heard a bellow from the large strange
creature, and another clap of thunder, but she was spared another
of those mysterious blows.

The female ran until she came to the base of
a wooded slope. Plunging into the vegetation, she stopped to check
on her brood. They were all there.

A commotion broke out along the lake but she
paid it no heed. She was in too much pain to care. She was
bleeding, and her left foreleg and much of her front was soaked.
The blood flowed from a hole about the size of a large acorn. She
licked it and tasted the salty tang she so loved. But this was her
life’s blood, not that of prey.

She climbed rapidly toward the high forest
and her den. There she would be safe.

An unusual urgency gripped her. An
overpowering need, like the need she felt when it was time to mate,
or the need she felt to secret herself when it was time to give
birth.

Her young ones followed, as they always did.
The scent of her blood agitated them and they made more noise than
they ordinarily would. The biggest of the males would not stop
growling. Normally she would silence him but now she needed all her
strength and focus to keep moving.

Queasiness came over her. Bitter bile rose
in her gorge but the female swallowed it and kept on climbing. She
thought only of her den, her haven, the sanctuary where she had
raised her litters. She must get there, and get there quickly, and
nothing must stand in her way.

Presently, though, the female found it hard
to breathe. Her lungs strained for air. In great gulps she sought
to fill them. But gradually her limbs grew numb. She lost all
feeling except for the pain. The bleeding had stopped, but she
suffered bouts where her mind spun, relieved by periods of
clarity.

Dimly, the female perceived that her
offspring were on each side of her and not behind her as they
should be. The largest of the females nudged her and whined deep in
her throat.

They were confused by the blood and her
weakness, and did not know what to do.

She was only halfway to the
high country when her strength, once so prodigious, gave out. Her
stamina, once without limit, dwindled to nothing. She was empty
inside, empty and cold and exhausted. For another
dozen yards she staggered on, spurred by a spark
in the wellspring of her being. Then her legs gave out and she
collapsed in an exhausted sprawl.

Her brood was all around her, licking,
nipping, whining, urging, but all she could do was lie there,
unable to respond or move. She tried to test the wind for enemies,
but she could not raise her head high enough. She was helpless,
totally and completely helpless, and she sensed that just as she
had seen the life ebb in countless prey, so was hers about to
end.

All things died. It was the basic law of the
wild. Most things were eaten by other things. Plants were eaten by
plant eaters and the plant eaters were eaten by meat eaters and the
meat eaters were eaten by other meat eaters. On and on and on it
went in an endless circle of slay to survive.

The female’s eating days were over. She felt
her young ones nestle against her and was grateful for their
warmth. The night blackened, and the next she knew, she was awake
and bright sunlight hurt her eyes. She was able to raise her head
enough to establish that she was lying in the open, and she was
alone. Her brood had left her.

The female sank back down and closed her
eyes. She was so tired. She wanted to sleep but a persistent
clattering from below warned her that a creature of some kind was
climbing toward her, something big, with hard hooves that rang on
rock.

With a supreme effort she twisted her neck
and beheld her doom.

There were two of them, the
large one with the long stick and another much like him. They were
astride the creatures that were like elk but were not elk.
She watched them approach. She saw them
point their long sticks when they spotted her, and then lower the
sticks again.

Slowly, cautiously, they came closer. The
large one from the night before, whose scent the female recognized,
leaned down and made sounds. The other, younger and slightly
smaller, showed its teeth and pointed its long stick.

The female heard a sound like the snapping
of a dry twig. She thought of her five young ones and the joy they
had brought her. She thought of the valley that had once been hers
and was now theirs, and these strange intruders with their log dens
and long sticks that spat death. She thought how wonderful it would
be if her young ones did to the intruders as the intruders were
about to do to her.

Then came another crash of thunder that was
not thunder, and the female knew nothing, absolutely nothing at
all.


 


 


One

 


Winona King was in paradise.

She liked that word, paradise. Many of the
words the whites used had so many meanings, it was hard sometimes
to choose the right one. But paradise, so far as she knew, had only
one meaning. Her husband had defined it as a place of bliss where
everyone was happy. That certainly fit. Winona was as happy as she
could ever recall being, with ample and sufficient reasons.

First, Winona loved their new home. The
valley was everything she dared hope it would be: verdant,
beautiful, ringed by majestic peaks, abundant with animal life, a
Garden of Eden, as Nate called it, only without the serpent. That
last allusion puzzled her since she had come across a number of
snakes since they got there, including several rattlers. Then she
realized he was referring to the serpent from the Bible.

Second, Winona loved being close to her son
and his wife. Before, Zach and Louisa had lived so far away she was
lucky to see them once a moon, if that. Now she need only walk to
the north side of the lake. Since they built their new cabins, she
had spent many a wonderful hour sipping tea and talking to Lou.
Zach, though, was seldom home. He was always off hunting or
exploring. But she still saw him more often than she had before,
and that was something.

Third, Winona loved being near Shakespeare
McNair and his Flathead mate, Blue Water Woman. They were her best
friends, and she delighted in their companionship.

Fourth, and this was perhaps the most
important reason of all, her daughter liked it there. Liked it
enough that Evelyn no longer talked about leaving and going back
East to live. Part of that had to do with her terrible experiences
on their last trip to the States, but part of it, an important
part, had to do with the indisputable fact that at long, long last,
Evelyn was learning to appreciate the wilderness she so long
abhorred.

It had always worried and upset Winona, her
daughter’s loathing of the mountains and everything in them. Time
without end, Evelyn had complained that it was stupid to live in
the Rockies when they never knew from one day to the next if they
would be alive to greet the next dawn.

Evelyn had always hankered to head East, to
live where she need not fear walking out the door. “I don’t need
hostiles in my life, thank you very much,” she once commented to
Winona. “Or grizzlies or painters or whatever else might take a
notion to eat me.”

Winona had tried to explain
that there was more to life in the wild than the dangers. She
sought to impress on Evelyn that the
beauty and the grandeur more than made up for the perils, but it
was always the perils Evelyn harped on, to the point where Evelyn
had convinced herself it was outright lunacy to live west of the
Mississippi.

But now Evelyn was having second thoughts.
She had not completely changed her mind, but she was open to the
possibility that the mountains offered more than she used to admit.
That alone, in Winona’s estimation, was cause for celebration,
because the truth be known, she very much wanted her daughter to
stay.

Winona loved her children dearly. Having
them both there in the new valley filled her with immense pleasure.
She got to see them; she was able to help them if they needed it.
Life was perfect.

Now, stepping out of her cabin into the
bright gleam of the new day, Winona drew up short. The love of her
life was hunkered in front of the chicken coop, picking at the coop
door with a fingernail. Smoothing her beaded buckskin dress, she
walked over. “Will it need to be replaced, husband?” she asked in
her impeccable English.

Nate King shifted on the heels of his
moccasins. “Afraid so. But I have a few boards left from when we
put in our floor. It won’t take but two shakes of an antelope’s
tail.”

“It was brazen of the wolverine to try and
eat our chickens.” Winona was glad it had not succeeded. Only
recently had they bartered for six hens and a rooster from
emigrants on a wagon train bound for Oregon Country, and it was a
treat to have fresh eggs every morning.

“Gluttons are worse than grizzlies,” Nate
commented. Dreaded by white and red men alike, the Skunk Bear, as
wolverines were also nicknamed, was widely considered to be the
most formidable creature on the continent. Back in the days when
Nate made his living as a trapper, gluttons had been the scourge of
the trapping fraternity. The beasts raided trap lines, ripping the
beaver from the steel jaws that held them fast. Many a trapper had
gone out to check his line, only to find every trap sprung, with
strips of flesh and hair all that remained of the prized plew that
would add coins to the trapper’s purse. Nate had lost more than a
few beaver himself to roving gluttons, and it always left him
fuming mad.

“There are far more grizzlies than
wolverines,” Winona was saying. “But now that you have killed it,
we need not fear a return visit.”

“Zach was the one who shot it.” Nate had
intended to, but the sight of the wolverine lying there in a pool
of blood, with red rivulets oozing from its nose and mouth, had
stayed his trigger finger. He let his son ride up and finish the
job.

“He wanted the hide,” Winona said. “He has
been promising Louisa a rug for months.”

“All’s well that ends well, then, fair
Ophelia,” said a new voice, and around the corner of their cabin
ambled a white-haired mountain man dressed as Nate was in
buckskins, with an ammo pouch, powder horn and possibles bag
slanted across his chest, a brace of pistols wedged under his wide
leather belt, and a Hawken rifle in his hand.

“Shakespeare!” Winona said in delight.
Taking his calloused hands in hers, she pecked him on his wizened
cheek. “To what do we owe this honor?”

“Lou was over to our place and told us about
your visitor,” Shakespeare McNair answered. “I reckoned I’d come
over to check on your chickens.” He turned to the coop and quoted
in greeting, “Good my Lord, how does your honor for this many a
day?”

“If you’re asking me what I think you’re
asking me,” Nate responded, “I’m doing right fine. How about
you?”

“Excellent well,” Shakespeare answered, and
grinned. “You are a fishmonger, I see.”

“Don’t start.”

“Good my Lord, what is your cause of
distemper?”

“There you go again,” Nate groused. “Talking
that nonsense no one understands and doesn’t want to. One of these
days you will talk plain English like the rest of us and the shock
will keel me over.”

McNair took a step back,
his hand to his throat, and flushed from his neck to his hairline.
“What did you
just say? Did my ears perceive correctly? Did you insult the
Bard?”

“I might have,” Nate said. “One of us isn’t
in love with him.”

Sputtering, Shakespeare looked at Winona and
then back at Nate, and in grand eloquent fashion demanded, “Is this
the thanks I get for taking you under my wing when you were as
green as grass? Is this how you express your gratitude for the
years I’ve spent molding you into a frontiersman worthy of his
powder? You heap abuse on genius far removed from our shallow
brains?”

Nate smiled innocently up at him. “Who would
that be, again? James Fenimore Cooper?”

Shakespeare looked fit to bust a blood
vessel. “I shall laugh myself to death at this puppy-headed
monster! A most scurvy monster! I could find it in my heart to beat
him!”

“Did he just call me a puppy?” Nate asked
Winona.

“There’s no more faith in thee than in a
stewed prune!” Shakespeare fumed. “You know the Bard is my only
earthly idol. You know I have a dog-eared copy of his works and
committed to memory many of his marvelous truths. How dare you
insult old William S.! How prove you that in the great heap of your
knowledge?”

Nate unfurled and stretched. As always, his
mentor’s mock outrage never failed to amuse. At least he hoped it
was mock. “All right. I admit defeat. William Shakespeare was the
greatest scribbler who ever drew breath.”

“Scribbler?” Shakespeare repeated. “That’s
like saying Michelangelo dabbled in paint.”

“He didn’t?”

Shakespeare blinked and laughed, and Nate
joined in the mirth. “You are a tribute to my taunts, young
coon.”

Winona breathed deep of the crisp mountain
air. Here was yet another example of why she loved their new home
so much. “Have you two ever noticed that you act more like
five-year-olds than grown men?”

“Was she talking to us?” Shakespeare
asked.

“It’s best if we ignore her,” Nate said.

“You do,” Winona warned, “and that wolverine
will seem tame compared to what I will do.”

“Ah, yes, the
carcajou,”
Shakespeare said, using the French name. “I hear
it had a hankering for chicken.” He examined the claw and teeth
marks. “Your son tells me it was as big as a griz.”

Winona snickered. “Our son enjoys telling
tall tales, like his father.” She bobbed her chin toward the
lake.

“Remember that fish he caught? The one that
was longer than his leg?”

“It was,” Nate insisted. He had caught it on
a bone hook and after ten minutes of fierce struggle, the hook
snapped.

Shakespeare winked at Winona. “Have I ever
told you, my dear, about the time I came across a butterfly as big
as a buffalo? I jumped on its back and flew around for a spell. Got
as far as the Great Salt Lake and then it brought me back.”

“It should have dumped you in,” Nate
said.

Winona chuckled and made for the cabin. “I
will put a fresh pot of coffee on, and a slice of pie,
besides.”

“We’ll be in soon,” Nate promised, and undid
the small metal latch to the chicken coop door. The moment he
opened it, out strutted the rooster, trailed by his harem. “And a
cock-a-doodle-do to you,” Nate said.

“My wife wanted me to thank you again for
the eggs Winona gave us,” Shakespeare said. “There’s nothing better
than a pemmican omelet to start the day.” He idly moved to the side
of the coop, his gaze fixed on the lake. “How about if we go
fishing later today? I’d sure like to catch one of those giant fish
of yours.” Smirking, he glanced down, and stopped dead. “Hallo?
What’s this?”

“What’s what?”

“You’d best take a gander for yourself,
Horatio. If it was rabbits I wouldn’t bring it to your
attention.”

Nate walked over. “Even when you speak plain
English you don’t make any sense.” He chortled, then felt the skin
on the nape of his neck prickle. “I’ll be damned.”

“The one you killed was female, was it
not?”

“So Zach said.” Nate sank onto his left knee
and lightly touched his hand to an impression in the dirt.

“I suppose you didn’t bother to check if she
was nursing?” Shakespeare shook his head at their lapse and
squatted beside his surrogate son. “How many do you make it out to
be?”

“Hard to say,” Nate responded. Few of the
prints were clear; most were a jumble. “If I had to guess, I’d peg
it as three.”

“Possibly four,” Shakespeare said, tapping a
partial track a few feet from the rest. “That fits for a good-sized
litter.” He traced the outline of one of the clearer prints with a
fingernail. “Look at the size of this one. These aren’t newborns. A
year or more old, I reckon.”

“Four wolverines,” Nate said, and felt
unaccountably, briefly, cold. “And they were here with her the
whole time. They might even have seen Zach finish her off.”

A minute of silence ended with Shakespeare
saying, “It could be you’ve put the fear of man into them. It could
be they’ll avoid us from here on out.”

“Or it could be,” Nate said slowly, “they’ll
come back to take up where their mother left off. Or worse.”

“Leave it to you to always look at the
bright side,” Shakespeare said, but his tone lacked his customary
humor. “To put your mind at rest, maybe a hunt is in order.”

“I’d rather not.”

Shakespeare squinted at him. “Don’t tell me.
Does this have anything to do with your recent hare-brained notion
to spread love and togetherness throughout the animal kingdom?”

Nate chose not to reply.

Sighing long and loud,
Shakespeare stood and leaned against the
coop. “I understand. Truly I do. You’re sick of the bloodshed. All
the beaver you trapped, all the game you’ve shot, all the bears
you’ve tangled with and all the hostiles who were out for your
hair, that’s a heap of killing. I savvy completely. But if you turn
the other cheek out here”—McNair gestured at the towering
mountains—“you end up with your face ripped off or your throat
slit.” He waited, and when Nate did not say anything, he asked,
“Didn’t you learn your lesson with that silver-tip?”

Not long after they moved into their new
cabins, a grizzly had terrorized them. Nate had tried to spare it.
He did all he could to avoid a clash, but the griz saw them as food
and would not relent short of hot lead.

“I take it you haven’t?” Shakespeare sounded
disappointed. “You do unbend your noble strength, to think so
brainsickly of things,” he quoted.

“I don’t want to repeat past mistakes,” Nate
said. “I don’t want to kill everything off here like I did in the
last valley.”

“You had to protect your loved ones. You had
to eat. Feeding a family of four takes a lot of hunting.”

“Granted,” Nate said, “but when we left,
there weren’t but a few deer and elk and grouse and a porcupine or
two in the whole valley. I had to ride twenty miles sometimes to
find game for the cooking pot. In the old days I wouldn’t have to
go more than a mile or two.”

“Have it your way.”
Shakespeare shrugged. “What do I know? Maybe the she-glutton’s
brats will let you be. Maybe they learned their lesson when you killed their
ma. Maybe they won’t come after your chickens.” He paused
meaningfully. “Or anything or anyone else.”


 


 


Two

 


Evelyn King did not like being fourteen. She
did not like being, as Shakespeare McNair called it, with that
flowery way with words he had, at the “cusp of womanhood.” She did
not like it in part because a lot of terrible things had happened
to her in the past year. She had been kidnapped by a woman out for
revenge against her family, and the ordeal the woman put her
through had changed her outlook on life. Before that fateful day,
Evelyn had always thought the best of people. She assumed they were
good and decent until they proved otherwise. Now she was suspicious
of everyone until they proved they deserved her trust. She would
not make the same mistake twice.

The other part of her
discontent was more personal. It had to do with that “womanhood”
business. Much to her amazement, and considerable dismay, she was
being courted by a young Crow and a young Ute. Both wanted
to take her as their wife. Both wanted her to
come live with their people and be a mother to their
children.

The mere notion scared
Evelyn near witless. She had never given much thought to being a
wife and mother. Until her kidnapping, she had never thought about
men in that way.
Given her druthers, she would rather not think about them
that way for a good long
while yet.

Now, strolling thoughtfully along the lake
shore, her hands clasped behind her back, Evelyn pondered her
dilemma and the state of affairs in general.

Evelyn was dressed in a blue homespun dress
she made herself. Blue was her favorite color. She loved the velvet
blue of the sky and the rich, deep blue of the lake hinting at
bottomless depths; she loved the vivid blue of the forget-me-not
flowers that bloomed above the timberline late in the summer. The
pattern for her dress came from a catalog her father brought from
St. Louis. It was filled with delightful wonders, from clothes to
hair brushes to items for the home and the kitchen.

It was always Evelyn’s dream to live back
East and own everything in that catalog and to have a nice house to
put all those nice things in. In other words, to live in a
civilized fashion.

Evelyn never liked the wilderness. She could
do without the hardships. She could do without enemy war parties,
rattlesnakes, grizzlies and mountain lions. She could do without
everything that made life in the wilds so fraught with danger.

Until she was kidnapped,
Evelyn regarded civilized life as heaven on earth, as the ideal way
for people to live. But that image had been tarnished.
Civilization, she learned the hard way, was not the idyllic bliss
she imagined. Like the wilderness, it had a dark underside,
elements so vile, so hideous, they were hidden
from sight in dens of iniquity.

Evelyn stopped and stared out over the lake.
Her thoughts were straying. She had come outside to decide what to
do about one of her suitors who was due to pay a visit soon, not to
rehash the old debate of which she favored most; the untamed
mountains or the orderly world of civilization.

Evelyn was about to walk on when she heard
her name called. Turning, she saw her mother hurrying toward her.
She knew why when she saw what her mother was holding.

“You forgot these,” Winona said in
annoyance. If she had told her daughter once, she had told her a
thousand times not to leave the cabin without them.

“I’m only going a short way,” Evelyn
justified her lapse.

“Must we go through this again?” Winona
responded. “Your father and I talk until our throats are hoarse but
you refuse to listen. It is only common sense to take a few
precautions.”

To spare herself another of her mother’s
lectures, she accepted the Hawken, a pair of pistols and a leather
belt to wedge the pistols under, and a powder horn and ammo pouch.
“Thank you, but you need not have bothered.”

“For someone who worries so much about bears
and the like, you don’t show much common sense.” Winona folded her
arms and waited while Evelyn armed herself. “There. Now you won’t
be eaten by the first meat eater that comes along, or taken by
hostiles without a fight.”

“We haven’t seen hide nor hair of a war
party since we came here.”

“That doesn’t mean we let down our guard.”
Winona smiled and placed a hand on Evelyn’s shoulder. “I am happy
you have come to terms with where we live but do not make the
mistake of taking things for granted.”

“I never do,” Evelyn said, unable to hide
her resentment at the reminder.

“There comes a time, daughter, when we must
take responsibility for what we do.”

“Don’t start,” Evelyn said. She did not want
another talking to. She had heard it all before, many times
over.

“I do not understand you sometimes,” Winona
said. “Just last night a wolverine tried to eat our chickens. Yet
today you come out unarmed and alone and do not tell anyone where
you are going.” She gently squeezed Evelyn’s shoulder. “Are you
trying to get yourself killed?”

Evelyn grew warm with anger. “I did not tell
you because I’m not going very far. Only a hundred yards or
so.”

“And if a mountain lion or a bear happen
by?” Winona persisted. “They would run you down before you were
halfway to our cabin.” She waited for her daughter to say
something, and when no reply was forthcoming, she turned toward
their cabin. “Very well. I will not impose further.”

Racked by guilt, Evelyn watched her mother’s
retreating figure until she went in. Then, hefting the Hawken her
father had special made for her, she continued north, saying aloud,
“Some things never change.” Her mother meant well, but Evelyn
resented being reminded of what she should and shouldn’t do. She
would turn fifteen in a few months, and she was perfectly capable
of deciding for herself.

In a sulk, Evelyn paid little attention to
what was going on around her until a loud splash startled her. She
glanced at the lake but whatever made the splash was gone. A large
fish, she guessed, had broken the surface. She went another thirty
feet, to a boulder at the water’s edge, and sat facing the water.
Her father had always told her never to sit with her back to the
woods, but the woods were an arrow’s flight away. Besides, the mood
she was in, she would like for something to try and sneak up on her
just so she could shoot it.

Placing the Hawken’s stock on the ground,
Evelyn leaned on the rifle and bowed her head. Her emotions were
making a mess of her head. She must keep them under a tight rein
and work out what she would say to Chases Rabbits.

Evelyn had decided enough was enough. While
it was flattering that Chases Rabbits and Niwot wanted her for
their woman, she was much too young to even think about marriage.
Sure, some girls her age took husbands, but she had absolutely no
interest in tying herself to someone for the rest of her life. Not
at—

A strange feeling came over her. Twisting,
Evelyn stared toward the trees. She would swear she was being
watched; she could practically feel unseen eyes on her. Her mother
had advised her never to discount her intuition, as it might save
her life, but although she gazed long and hard into the shadowed
timber, she saw nothing to account for her feeling.

Nerves, Evelyn reasoned, after her mother’s
talk about grizzlies and painters and such. Chuckling at her
silliness, she faced the azure lake and placed the Hawken across
her lap.

Now where was she? Evelyn
mused. Oh, yes; Chases Rabbits. He would be there in a few days,
and she must be ready. She must be firm.
She must make her wishes clear and insist he respect
them.

Evelyn liked him. She truly did. But as a
friend, not a potential husband. She had no interest in courting or
being courted, and would sooner kiss her horse than a male. It
was—

Again that strange feeling of being watched
came over her. Shifting, Evelyn scanned the tree line, with the
same result as before. Not so much as a bird stirred. That in
itself was unusual. It struck her how silent the forest had become.
Puzzled, she stood and moved toward it, the Hawken level at her
waist, her thumb on the hammer. A tiny voice deep in her mind told
her she was being ridiculous, that there was no cause to be
concerned, that it was nerves and only nerves.

Evelyn halted twenty feet out. She did not
care to get too close in case something rushed her. Mountain
lions—and grizzlies, for that matter—were incredibly swift when
they had a need to be. She probed every swatch of shade, every bush
and under every tree, and did not spot so much as a butterfly.

Yet the sensation of being watched would not
go away.

Her unease growing, Evelyn debated whether
to enter the woods and root whatever it was out. She started to but
changed her mind. Her Hawken was powerful enough to bring down a
man or a big cat, but it would barely slow a griz. Caution dictated
she not overstep herself.

Evelyn backed toward the lake. She was so
intent on the forest that when something clutched at her arm, she
shrieked and whirled, prepared to sell her life as dearly as a King
should.

“What in blazes has you so spooked,
sis?”

“Zach!” Evelyn blurted.

Zachary King was nine years her senior. Of
the two of them, he most bore the stamp of their mother’s heritage,
both in his features and his swarthy cast, and in the
Shoshone-style buckskins and style of hair he affected. Like her,
he had ink-black hair and emerald green eyes. Like her, he was
armed with a rifle and pistol. He also, like his father, did not go
anywhere without a bowie strapped to one hip and a tomahawk on the
other. “Who did you think it was? One of those handsome suitors of
yours?”

Evelyn forgot about the thing in the trees.
“Quit teasing me. I didn’t ask them to come courting, you
know.”

“Females are scarce in these parts,” Zach
grinned, “which makes you as valuable as gold. Warts and all.”

“They can’t be all that scarce,” Evelyn
rejoined. “Even you found a wife.”

Zach’s grin evaporated and he squared his
broad shoulders. “I’ll have you know she finds me right
handsome.”

“Did she ever get those spectacles she
needs?”

“Why, you little scamp,” Zach said, and
burst out laughing. “You sure can hold your own.”

“I had a good teacher,” Evelyn said with
genuine affection. For all the barbs they traded, she adored her
brother, adored him dearly. He had forever enshrined himself in her
heart by saving her from her kidnapper.

“So what are you up to?” Zach asked. “I saw
you over by the trees and figured you were looking to shoot some
poor defenseless squirrel.”

Evelyn’s lips pinched together. “I won’t
shoot anything unless I have to. You know that. I thought I was
being watched, but it was my imagination.”

“Oh?” Zach’s eyes narrowed. “How about we
have a look-see?” He assumed she would agree and made for the
greenery, his movements as lithe as a panther’s. “It takes some
getting used to, doesn’t it, sis?”

“What does?”

“Our new valley. It’s not like the old one.
We were fairly safe there. Pa and me had killed off all the
predators.” Zach paused, and frowned. “It beats me why he’s become
so dead set against killing. Sometimes it has to be done.”

“He’s sick of it, is all,” Evelyn repeated
her father’s justification. “You can’t blame him after all the
critters he’s done in.” She had never much liked killing, herself,
but if they did not shoot game, they did not eat meat. It was that
simple.

“I hope to God I don’t get like him,” Zach
said. “A person has to do what they have to do. That’s all there is
to it.”

Evelyn suddenly touched his arm, and
stopped. “There. Do you feel that?” Her skin prickled as if she had
a heat rash.

“Feel what?”

“We’re being watched.”

“I don’t feel anything,” Zach said, but he
did not discount it out of hand. Experience had taught him not to.
He surveyed the woodland, and his brow furrowed. “That’s funny.
It’s as quiet as a burial ground.”

“I noticed that, too.”

“Stay close, little one,” Zach admonished,
and made for a gap in the trees. He hoped they would flush
something. He loved to hunt, almost as much as he enjoyed counting
coup on an enemy.

“Stop calling me that.” Evelyn raised her
rifle to her shoulder. She did not doubt for a moment that her
brother could handle anything they encountered short of a grizzly,
and her father had slain the silver-tip that once roamed the
valley.

Shadows dappled the vegetation. Above,
cottonwood leaves fluttered in the breeze. A patch of weeds
rustled.

“Too bad one of your suitors isn’t here,”
Zach jousted. “We could stake him out as bait.”

Evelyn almost kicked him. But a loud
commotion broke out in a nearby thicket, and a female grouse took
wing like a feathered cannonball.

Instantly Zach pivoted, tracking the bird
with his cheek tucked to his Hawken. His finger curled around the
trigger.

“Don’t,” Evelyn said.

For a few seconds Zach did not move or
speak. The grouse disappeared among a cluster of pines, and he
reluctantly lowered his rifle. “If Lou and I go hungry tonight,
it’s your fault. That was a mighty plump bird.”

“You have plenty of venison left from that
buck you shot two days ago,” Evelyn reminded him.

Zach studied the ground for sign. It was
covered by a carpet of leaves and pine needles, and the only tracks
that would show clearly were those of heavy animals like elk and
deer and bear. He moved past a maple. In its shade grew a shooting
star, as some called it, and there, stuck to the long, slender
leaves at the base of the stalk, was a clump of short, fine, dark
brown hairs. Stooping, he pulled the cluster off and held it in the
palm of his hand.

“What do you have there?” Evelyn asked.

Zach sniffed the clump, scowled, and held
his hand out to her. “It wasn’t your imagination.”

Evelyn bent and sniffed. “I don’t smell
anything.”

“Try again, lunkhead,” Zach said, and
practically shoved the hairs up her nose.

Evelyn recoiled. The foul musk was faint but
potent. “Is this what I think it is?”

Zach grimly nodded. “You were being watched,
all right, little sister. By a wolverine.”


 


 


Three

 


Four of the five were bewildered by their
mother’s death. They had seen many animals die; they had killed
many themselves. But it never occurred to them on the almost purely
instinctual level on which they functioned, that their mother would
suffer the same fate.

Only the largest male was unaffected. Like
the rest, he watched from concealment as the strange creature
pointed a long stick at his mother. He heard a mysterious blast and
witnessed his mother’s skull erupt in a shower of fur, bone and
brains. He saw the strange creature climb down off the four-legged
elk-like animal, and with an effort lift his mother’s body and
throw it over the four-leg, which shied and would have run off had
the strange creature not held on to a vine that dangled from the
four-leg’s neck.

No sooner were his mother’s
killers out of sight than the male padded to where his mother had
lain and sniffed at the pool of blood. She
was gone, gone forever. He knew that as surely as he knew anything.
The five of them were on their own.

The others came out of hiding and gathered
around. The biggest female brushed against him and the big male
growled. He did not like them so close. They were his sisters and
brothers but he suddenly felt an urge to be by himself.

The big female was staring at him. The male
met her stare, then turned and melted into the forest. He never
glanced back. He did not have a special destination in mind. He
wanted only to get away from the others.

Unthinkingly, the male headed down the
mountain instead of up. The lights far below reminded him of the
strange slayers, and he grew hot despite the chill of the night
air. The male did not know what he would do when he got there. He
just needed to go.

The den in which he had been raised was not
far above, but the male would never visit it again. With his mother
gone there was no need.

The lights went out long before he came to
the valley floor. He prowled near the pile of logs his mother had
visited but he did not go as close as she had. He had learned from
her mistake. The strange ones were dangerous. They had long sticks
that killed. He must avoid them. He must keep on going and leave
the valley and find another of his own.

Instead, the male stood and stared at one of
the log dens in which the strange ones lived. He would like to sink
his teeth into one of them, to rip and rend until the strange one
was no more, like his mother. Until the strange one was dead, dead,
dead.

The big male looped wide of
the log den and went into the vegetation
to the west of the water. For the rest of the night he hunted,
flushing a rabbit at one point and a small doe later. He killed
both. The rabbit he devoured in a few great bites but the doe was
more than he could consume so he marked the remains by spraying it
with musk and kicking a few leaves and sticks over it. Then he went
into the undergrowth near the water and curled up in a thicket to
sleep.

The male did not awaken until the sun was
high in the sky. He stretched and started to rise then flattened
and slunk to where he had a better view of a strange one tramping
north at the water’s edge. Apparently the noisy ones came in all
sizes. This one was smaller than the others.

The male studied it and was considerably
taken aback when it unexpectedly stopped and gazed in his
direction.

The male was well hidden. He could not
fathom how the strange creature knew he was there. He tensed when
it came toward him and pointed a long stick. But the stick did not
make thunder. Before long the strange creature was close enough
that the male’s sensitive nose registered its scent.

Something about the smell impressed on the
male that this particular strange one was female. He fought down an
impulse to burst from the forest and rip her to pieces. Not so long
as she held a long stick.

Presently a second strange
one appeared, and they chattered. Surprise nearly cost the young
male his life, for when the pair came toward the woods, he lay
frozen in place until they were much too close. As it was, he snuck
away unnoticed but it required all the stealth he
possessed. With every step, he was tensed for the
blast of a long stick and the searing explosion of his
skull.

They did not spot him, though.

The larger of the two found some of his
hair, and after more chattering, the pair headed for the log den to
the south. The male let them go. He would bide his time. All
creatures let their vigilance lapse, and the male would very much
like to be within pouncing distance of a strange one when the
strange one did not have a long stick.

Careful not to be seen, the male kept them
in sight. Patience was called for, a trait for which his kind were
noted. Eventually he would have his way; eventually he would feast
on one of the strange creatures as he would on any other
animal.

His mouth watered in anticipation.

The big female did not try to stop the
biggest male from leaving. She felt no special tie to him. He had
been a den mate and her brother but now that their mother was gone,
they were on their own. She turned to go up the mountain and only
went a short way when she realized the other three were following
her.

Stopping, she glanced back. They stopped,
too. They were looking at her with the same eager expectance they
had shown toward their mother, and she divined in some indefinable
manner that she had taken her mother’s place. She bared her teeth
to snarl and drive them off but on an impulse she made the same
soft low cry her mother always made to reassure them, and resumed
climbing. They trotted close behind.

The female was hungry, but
food could wait. She was making for their
den. Only there would she and the others be safe.

Their mother had chosen well. The den was in
a crevice above the tree line. It was barely wide enough for them
to slip inside, and much too narrow for a grizzly or a black bear.
On one side was an overhang that sheltered them from rain and snow
and the worst of the wind. Mountain lions and wolves could get at
them, but only from the front, and only by lunging under the
overhang, thereby exposing their necks.

The female lay on her belly in the spot her
mother always occupied. Her siblings sprawled nearby, the small
male mewing over their loss. He was the only male left. The other
two were females. They were bigger than he was, although not as big
as the biggest female, and nearly identical in appearance; one had
a lighter band of hair in front of her ears.

The three of them slept but the biggest
female could not. She lay with her muzzle on her forepaws and
closed her eyes, but rest eluded her. Conflicting urges tore at her
like rapids in a mountain stream. She wanted to leave. She wanted
to stay. She wanted to be by herself. She wanted to be with the
others. Most of all, she wanted her mother, and somehow it
comforted her to be lying where her mother had so often lain and to
smell her mother’s lingering scent.

Time crawled on a snail’s back. Dawn was not
far off when the female stirred, rose on all fours and grunted as
her mother always grunted to awaken the others. She was out of the
crevice and padding toward the forest before they caught up.

Hunger dominated her. Her kind needed to
eat, and eat frequently.

She repeatedly tested the air. More than her
eyes or even her ears, she relied on her nose the most. She could
smell prey from a long distance off. Much farther than a bear
could, or a wolf or a coyote. Her nose was the sharpest of all the
creatures that roamed the mountains. To her the world was a complex
mosaic of odors her nose deciphered with ease.

Now the breeze brought the big female a
familiar scent. Elk were below. Not one or two but a herd in dense
timber bordering a meadow. The herd was composed entirely of cows.
The bulls would not join them until rutting season.

The female had been to the meadow before and
knew of a gully that would conceal her and her siblings until they
were near enough to pounce.

As silently as gliding owls, the four hairy
hunters slunk lower. The female stopped when she heard the soft
call of a cow. Flattening, she stalked to the gully’s rim and
peered over it.

Eight cows and four calves were drifting
toward the meadow. Elk routinely grazed at dawn and dusk.
Afterward, they always retired into the depths of the forest and
slept the day away.

The female ignored the cows. They were too
large and too strong to bring down. Calves, though, were weak and
slow, and one was plodding along in its mother’s wake quite near
the gully.

Suddenly the mother raised her head,
sniffed, and uttered a barking snort. The danger cry. Wheeling, she
bolted to the south. The other cows and calves immediately did the
same.

A long bound carried the
big female out of the gully. She was not as fast as the elk but
over a short distance she could overtake
them before they gained enough speed to elude her.

The calf squealed as the female came
alongside. Eyes wide in terror, it veered to escape, but she glued
herself to it like a second shadow.

Another squeal caused the mother to slow.
She began to turn to come to her offspring’s aid.

The female knew she must accomplish her goal
before the cow reached her. She did not fear the cow, but neither
did she care to risk broken bones from the cow’s flailing hoofs.
Mouth agape, she sprang. Her teeth sheared through soft flesh,
severing a vein, and warm blood moistened her head and neck as she
clamped her iron jaws and wrenched with all her might.

Squawking hysterically, the calf tumbled
head over tail. A bony leg caught the female hard across the ribs,
but she did not slacken her hold.

Suddenly the cow was there. Snorting in
fury, she sought to stomp the female with her heavy hooves, but the
female twisted aside. Frantic, the cow kicked at the big female’s
head and missed.

Other cows converged. The female was about
to be stomped to death in a furious frenzy, but the next instant
the wolverine’s sisters and brother were among the elk, snapping
and snarling.

In desperation the mother lowered her head
and butted at the big female, but her brother leaped between them,
his claws raking the cow from her ear to her eyes. One of her
sisters snapped at the cow’s legs. The cow had no recourse but to
flee, bawling in misery.

By then the calf was barely moving. The big
female lay across it, worrying the jugular. Gnashing and rending,
she savored the rich wet blood that flowed down her gullet.

The rest of the herd crashed through the
undergrowth in panicked flight. They would not stop until they were
exhausted.

The two sisters and the brother tore at the
calf. It was not yet dead, but in deep shock. When the male bit
down on the calf’s face, ripping off a cheek and one eyeball, it
bleated loudly and shrilly, and then finally was still.

Now came the best part: the feast. The big
female sucked on the jugular until the calf’s lifeblood dwindled to
a trickle. She tore at the soft flesh, savoring the deliciously
sweet meat. When the male came too near, she snapped at him, biting
him, but not deep enough to cause serious harm.

They gorged until the sun was directly
overhead. Sated and content, the quartet lazed in the sunlight.

For a while the female forgot about her
mother and the strange creatures that killed her. She forgot about
the three mouths depending on her. She dozed, and might have slept
the rest of the day away had the male not growled and the two
smaller females not stood up and hissed like a pair of bobcats.

Then the scent reached her, and the big
female rose and glowered at the intruder lumbering deliberately
toward them and what was left of their meal.

A full-grown black bear, every whit as
powerful as two of her kind combined, had its huge head tilted
back, and was noisily sniffing. It was being drawn to the aroma of
fresh blood as it would be to honey.

The four stood their
ground, bristling fiercely. It was against
their nature to relinquish a kill. Although they were young and
inexperienced, they would perish before they gave up the calf’s
remains.

For a while a stalemate prevailed. The black
bear growled and blustered and clawed furrows in the ground. The
four siblings snarled and hissed and gnashed their teeth.

Ultimately, the black bear decided the
numbers were not in his favor, and with as much ursine dignity as
he could muster, he barreled off into the vegetation, an ambulatory
avalanche plowing through everything in its path.

The confrontation had rekindled the big
female’s hunger. She settled down to finish what was left and was
joined by her siblings. Gnawed bones and bits and tufts were
scattered about when they eventually rose and wound up the gully to
the high slopes and the crevice.

Another day almost gone.

The first of their new life.

They laid up only until sunset. Shrouded by
twilight, the big female led them out of the den and along the
crest of a ridge to a shelf overlooking the valley.

Far below glowed the lights of the strange
ones. The female would like to pay them another visit. Curiosity
had a lot to do with it, but so did the most basic tenet of her
existence: All creatures were potential prey. From the largest to
the smallest, whether fur-clad or covered with features or scales,
they were food for her belly, and her belly came before all
else.

The big female started down the mountain.
Since the others did whatever she did, they followed. In single
file they descended slope after slope.

The big female wanted to see the strange
ones again.

Presently she crossed the trail of a
familiar scent and stopped. She ran her nose over the ground to
confirm it. Her biggest brother had passed that way sometime during
the night. He was bound for the valley floor, too. Perhaps to the
giant log piles of the strange ones.

The female moved on. Her curiosity and her
belly would not be denied. Just as she had cleverly and efficiently
ended the calf’s life, so would she end the lives of her mother’s
slayers.

Every last one.


 


 


Four

 


Shakespeare McNair did not let on to his
wife or Nate King or Nate’s wife or Nate’s son or daughter or
Louisa King, but he was worried. Extremely worried. More worried
than he had been in ten coon’s ages, and that took some doing. For
out of all of them, Shakespeare knew exactly what wolverines were
capable of. He’d had more dealings with the legendary gluttons,
back when he initially came to the Rockies.

Shakespeare had been the first. The very
first. Before any of the rest. Before Lewis and Clark, before
Bridger, before Carson, before Smith. He was the first American to
cross the mile-wide Mississippi River and the many-miles-wide
prairie and set eyes on the mile-high snow-crowned ramparts that
would become his home for the rest of his days.

Young and green and without
a prejudiced bone in his body, Shakespeare had taken up Indian
ways. He ate what they ate, wore the same
clothes they wore. He fought their enemies, both human and bestial,
including Skunk Bears.

Shakespeare liked to tease Nate about all
the times Nate had tangled with grizzlies, but if the truth were
known, Shakespeare had tangled with gluttons almost as many times
as Nate had with bears, so much so, he was called Carcajou, or
Wolverine, by various tribes.

Shakespeare learned about gluttons fast. He
had to. The first one he ran up against seemed to take perverse
delight in raiding his traps day after day, depriving him of the
furry fruits of his hard labor. He tried to track it to its lair,
but the wolverine was clever and did not leave sign. He tried to
poison it, but the wolverine never ate the tainted bait. So in
desperation he sat up in a tree one night and when, along about
dawn, he heard grunts and growls and the crunch of bones, he beheld
a wolverine for the very first time—devouring a beaver caught in
one of his traps.

Shakespeare shot it. He saw it drop, and
assuming it was dead, he climbed down to examine the body. Only the
glutton was very much alive and it came at him like a demented
demon, clawing and biting and savagely determined to inflict the
same pain on him that he had inflicted on it.

Over the decades Shakespeare had battled
many foes of all different kinds, but it was safe to state that his
battle that morning with the enraged wolverine on the bank of a
stream that did not yet have a name was one of the two or three
most fierce battles of his entire long and tumultuous life.

Shakespeare, as was his
habit, had reloaded right after firing. He got off another shot as
the wolverine rushed him and scored a
clear hit to the wolverine’s shoulder, but it did not even slow the
wolverine down. Shakespeare had grabbed for his knife, and the
glutton was on him.

How he survived, Shakespeare would never
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