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Achak the Hunter: The Hunger of the Mountain


Achak was freezing. The harsh winter wind cut through his bearskin coat and chilled him to the bone. He’d hoped that he could stay in Camp Davis for a while, but the news there was just as dire. An entire supply caravan from New York City had failed to make it to the outpost nestled here near the borders.
Even now there were more Natives and French in Camp Davis than English, but Achak doubted it would stay that way after winter broke. Food was scarce and tensions were high. Achak figured it would be better for him to move along before they started turning on each other. He’d rather face the frigid winter wind than wind up stranded with a bunch of half-starved fur traders. 
The rest of his mother’s people had already made the journey north to the winter camps, where they would spend the rest of their time until the spring thaw. Being born of both worlds, their chief Abooksigun had decided that Achak should be the one to go to Camp Davis in search of a missing hunting party. 
At first Achak had bucked at the task, thinking that the there was no reason to send anyone after them. They were all hardened hunters and warriors who could survive the elements. There had been several days of hard snow, so it would make sense that they would seek shelter. But now he wasn’t so sure. They were missing around fifteen of their tribe, and now the English colonists were missing at least thirty people if the gossip at Camp Davis could be trusted.
The more Achak thought about it, the more he didn’t like it. There were too many people missing to simply blame it on heavy snows and bad wind.
There had been talk that the French might go to war with the English, a war that would most likely be fought in the colonies. They’d made deals in the past with the English and other colonists when it suited them. Achaks own father had been a Dutch fur trader. But trouble was brewing and Abooksigun thought if something had happened to the hunting party that it had to be the Mohawks, there had been no love lost between their two tribes for as long as anyone could remember. And ever since the settlers’ demand for beaver pelts had risen, the Mohawks had become more and more territorial and warlike. 
There was even talk in some settlements that the French were mustering up North and trading rifles and other weapons to the Mohawks. If true, that alone would spell trouble for his mother’s people.
The deep snow that covered the ground made tracking easy, so he didn’t expect it would take long to find either the missing hunting party or whatever was left of the English caravan. His large snow shoes made it easy to navigate the otherwise treacherous terrain. 

Achak soon picked up the trail of what had to be the missing hunting party. They traveled light, and their feet were bound in snowshoes, and it looked like they had been following the great Mahicanituck River south. That route would mean they’d been heading to Camp Davis, so why hadn’t they made it? 
He checked the pistols under his coat to make sure each one was powdered and primed. The tracks he followed were several days old. At this point couldn’t imagine what could have caused the hunting party to be this late, but whatever it was couldn’t be good. 
He walked almost another mile, fighting against the wind with every step before at last discovering their fate. It was worse than either he or the Chief could have expected. They were dead. But, if the Mohawks did it, Achak would have been surprised. 
Never in his life had he seen such ferocity. The remains of the hunting party were strewn all across their makeshift camp. Someone had ripped every single one of them limb from limb. Many of the bodies he came across had been partially eaten, and the bite marks were like nothing Achak had ever seen before. He avoided looking at the faces, just in case he recognized them.
Some of the men hadn’t even had time to pull out their weapons, and those that did hadn’t fared any better. Axes, knives, and bows littered and over by what appeared to have been their fire pit was a broken rifle. It didn’t even look like the owner had got a shot off. Whatever had done this hadn’t spared a single soul. 
He felt as if he were going to be sick, taking deep breaths. He was only just able to get that feeling to pass.
When he found the prints in the snow, a heavy weight descended on his gut. He’d grown up hearing stories from his mother’s people, his people about the strange creatures that lived high up in the mountains.

The prints were like bears, except bigger. Bigger than any print he had ever seen in the forest and he had hunted up and down the Mahicanituck river since he was just a boy. Achak knew in his heart what the print was, but he hoped he was wrong. He’d told himself that old stories were just that, stories, impossible tales meant to pass long nights around a campfire. But, even he could not deny that the prints in the snow were every bit as real as the bodies in the camp.  

He took one of the bows, and a bundle of arrows that lay littered on the ground. Looking around, he also grabbed the powder for the musket after checking that it was still dry. He hoped he wouldn’t need the additional weaponry. Yet, he didn’t want to take any chances in case he ran into the same creature the hunting party did while he was alone in the mountains.

Looking around the strange print he found, he knew that whatever had done this would soon be back. The tracks clearly showing that it was coming back almost daily to feed. Grimly, he also realized that he could track it back to whatever cave it called home. Achak knew he could head to the winter camp and be done with it, but another part of him wanted to lay eyes on the creature, to see for himself what had caused such devastation. 

Before he could make up his mind, he heard a twig snap in the surrounding woods. He turned, drawing one of the flintlock pistols he carried under his coat, only to find himself staring at several rifles and bows all pointed at him. 

“Drop it.” One of the Mohawks called out in English which was the language everyone in the territories now used for trade, his hard eyes, halfway hidden under the veil of war paint making it clear he would hesitate to pull the trigger and send Achak to the next life.

Stubbornly, he did as he was told. 

They swarmed him, there were about ten in all, they quickly forced him to the ground and stripped him of his weapons and bound his hands with leather straps. While he was down there, he palmed a broken arrowhead, slid it into the sleeves of his coat.

“What did this?” Their leader asked as the others stripped the hunting party of their gear. 

“Great Bear.” Achak told him, 

The other man smiled, “Save your legends for the English Mahican, but you’ll give me the answers I want.”

They took him then further into the woods. It surprised Achak to find that the trail they followed had been cut through the forest and the path paved down by wagon wheels. Wagons that seemed to be loaded by a heavy burden. 

The leader whose name Achak learned was K’or lead them to a clearing which was filled with large white tents. In the middle of the camp, tied to a small tree, was the French flag. Achak shook his head. So the rumors had been true all along. The French and the Mohawk were on the warpath and now he was caught right in the middle of it.

They paraded him in front of the camp, proud to show him off to the French commander, a small red faced named Jean-Michael. With him, he had around twenty soldiers, though a quick glance told him a couple of them were nursing recent injuries. 

On the other side of the camp were several other prisoners English from the way they were dressed. Achak had a feeling he’d just discovered what happened to that supply caravan. 

“What’s this?” Jean-Michael asked as K’or brought him forward. His English not as good as Achak’s or K’or’s. Which, to Achak, meant the man might not have been in the colonies long. Were the French landing ships? If that was the case he needed to get out of here and warn his mother’s people before they got caught in a larger war than the Abooksigun had imagined.

“A Mahican part of a large war band that we killed.” K’or said lying.

“Fine. Let the paymaster know how many and you’ll get what’s coming to you.” He said easily, looking Achak over carefully. “Tie his bindings tight and put him with the others.” 

“K’or didn’t kill any Mahicans, and there aren’t any war bands.” Achak told him calmy.

Jean-Michael smiled it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “I’m sure, if K’or didn’t, then who did?” He asked,

Achak looked to K’or who regarded him angrily. “We call them the Great Bears, but I’m sure K’or’s people call them something else. They killed a Mahican hunting party, ask K’or and his men how their bodies looked. Something ripped them apart.”

“Right, well, I’m not afraid of bears. We got rifles.” Jean-Michael said in a clear dismissal.

Before Achak could say another word, one of K’or’s men pushed him forward, causing him to stumble. “No more stories Mahican.” K’or told him snidely. “You’ll find the French don’t believe old superstitions as easily as other colonists.” 

“What are they paying you in, K’or?” Achak asked him as he was led across the camp.

“Rifles, of course. The English outlawed
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