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Chapter One Memories of the Bear Attack
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The old figure rode across the plains with confidence, but also with exhaustion. The rider was almost slumped as he rode on his steed that was almost as old as he was in horse years. The old mountain man was tired from riding for so long, but he was also confident enough to ride through these potentially dangerous lands, despite his exhaustion. He exuded a certain confidence and sureness in himself as he rode through the lands, a confidence that only years and experience could give. 

The mountain man was riding through Apache territory. The Apache were a fearsome tribe that looked down upon white men like him with much disdain. In the white man's quest to tame the lands in the name of manifest destiny he made many enemies of the tribes. One of the most infamous was the Apache. Known for their great horsemanship and fighting spirit, the Apache were more eager to trade arrows and iron balls with any white man, than goods. Most white men would be wary to ride alone along these lands. A lot would simply avoid them altogether, but not the old mountain man. He continued to ride through the potentially hostile territory with an unusually calm demeanor.

After riding for what seemed like an eternity, the old mountain man came upon a party of Indians. The Indians were also on horseback and blocked his way. The Indians had no shirts on but their bodies were painted with tattoos and warpaint. Their faces were warped by the warpaint and it made them look as if they had permanent scowls. They were also armed with tomahawks on their sides, and unusually long spears. Any other man's heart would have skipped a beat at such a fearsome sight. Other more sensible men would have turned around from where they came, but not the old mountain man. His heart continued to beat at a steady pace. His hands did not tighten nor waver at the reins of his mount. He continued to ride the animal slowly but deliberately towards the party of Indians. There was no fear in his eyes as he approached them. Instead, he even smiled at the Indians as he approached them.

The old mountain man waved at them, and his eyes showed a look of recognition. He knew these warriors and they knew him. He knew they were Apache, but there was no fear in his heart. He had ridden along these trails several times enough for him to be confident that he was safe. The Apache knew the old mountain man well. He was one of the few white men that they actually trusted.

“Gore.” one of the Apache warriors said, addressing the old mountain man.

“Took you long enough to get here, Waning Moon.”

The Apache warrior that spoke earlier shrugged his shoulders and smiled. With all the warpaint on his face, his smile seemed jarring and out of place. 

“What can I say? We had some business to attend to.”

Gore did not bother to ask what this ‘business’ was. It could have been anything. They could have been hunting buffalo, or killing one of his own. Despite their obvious closeness, it was better not to discuss such matters.

“It has been quite some time, Waning Moon.” Gore said.

“Too long old friend. Do you come here to barter and bargain?” Waning Moon said.

The Indian warrior spoke with unusual fluency in the white man's tongue. Usually, the common form of language in the plains was sign language, but Waning Moon was clearly more knowledgeable than others were.

“I do. I have some new goods and furs that may interest you.”

“Come with us to camp and we shall discuss any trading you wish to indulge in.”

Gore rode with the party of Indians in total confidence. The men also rode with him sharing stories and catching up. It was clear that the Apache trusted Gore and the feeling was mutual. 

It was a short ride from where they were to the Apache camp. The ride for Gore was made even shorter with engrossing conversation from Waning Moon. Gore could not help but be amazed at how far Waning Moon had come from when he first met him some years back. Gore was a much younger frontiersman back then, and so was Waning Moon. Both men were young, strong and fearless. They came from two different worlds that often clashed when they met, and it would be easy to assume that they would come into conflict, but that did not come to be. 

“The goods you bring to camp are of the highest quality as always.” Waning Moon said.

The two men sat in front of the goods that Gore brought with him. They were spread out in front of them in full view. There were rifles and iron balls, fresh meats and some cooking pots. Waning Moon knew that Gore would want beaver and other animal pelts for these goods, and he had a ready supply. It was easier for him and his men to get to the beavers and trap them, and they needed the weapons and other modern conveniences that Gore often had. Trading was always a mutually beneficial exercise for the two of them. 

Waning Moon passed a long pipe to Gore, and he took it. He placed the end of the pipe on his mouth and puffed. He exhaled, and a thick cloud of smoke came out of his mouth. The cloud did not smell like smoke, and smelled of flowers and herbs. The scented smoke helped clear Gore's mind, and he reminisced about past times.

“Do you remember the bear?” he asked, as he passed the pipe back to Waning Moon.

“How could I forget that fateful day? The day you saved my life.”

Waning Moon took a puff of the pipe and began to narrate the harrowing events that led to their friendship.

“The sun shone brightly on a clear blue sky. I could even hear birds singing in the distance. There was nary a cloud in the sky. It was a wonderful day. A day that you least expected something like that to happen.”

“It only shows just how uncertain life really is. Death and danger could be lurking at any corner.”

Waning Moon took a puff before speaking. “I cannot agree more. I was letting my horse feed on the grass after some rough riding. I guess you might say that I had grown complacent. I had allowed myself to relax a bit, and something like that could be deadly, as I would soon find out.”

“The bear came out of nowhere, and simply jumped me. My back was turned, and I never saw it coming. I know you know this already Gore, but such large animals move with surprising speed. Even now I cannot believe how stealthy and speedy its attack was. You might say it was a perfect ambush.”

“I understand, Waning Moon. Such an animal needs quick reflexes and a great deal of cunning to hunt their prey. I guess you were just unlucky that day.”

Waning Moon shook his head. “Unlucky and foolish. The kind of foolishness that is brought upon by youth. I learned to always be alert, the hard way.”

“How did it feel to get slammed by an oncoming grizzly like that?”

“The bear struck me from behind and came down upon me. It was like being struck by a cannonball. The impact was so powerful, and the animal so heavy, that I just fell to the ground with the bear upon me. My horse was so startled that it ran away. I was lying face down on the ground with that large animal on top of me.”

“It was a miracle that your back wasn't shattered or crushed when the bear rushed you.” Gore said.

“You contributed to much of that miracle, Gore. If you had not arrived when you did, I might not be smoking this peace pipe with you now.”

Waning Moon had a point. Gore remembered the day like it was yesterday, now. He had just been passing through when he felt the ground shaking.

It was from the bear rushing towards Waning Moon. He had also heard the sounds of a struggle nearby, as if something huge had just struck something much smaller down. Gore was a much younger man back then, and he was even more courageous than he was now. He did not hesitate to ride towards the sound of the commotion.

Sure enough, when he arrived at the scene, Waning Moon had the bear right on top of him. The bear was all over him, crushing him and slashing his back with its massive claws. Gore saw the Apache warrior struggle in futility as the bear continued its terrible attack. There was no way Waning Moon could get such a large predator off of him. 

“It was definitely a terrible sight to see, when I arrived. I can still remember how you squirmed underneath the full weight of that large grizzly. I can still hear its claws slashing your back when I arrived in my mind. I can also still remember how it howled and growled in dominance as it mounted you.”

“The way you vividly describe it friend, brings back terrible memories. I truly thought that I would perish that day. It only deepens my gratitude for what you did next.”

Gore shook his head and smiled at Waning Moon. “I only did what any other man in my position was duty bound to do.”

Gore's words still impressed Waning Moon even after all this time. Even back then, there was already much enmity between the white man and the Apache and the other tribes. His words were noble, but were something of an exaggeration. He was not duty bound to save Waning Moon, as both of their races were not on good terms. If another white man had been passing by, and not Gore, Waning Moon had his doubts if he would have been saved. But it was Gore, the old mountain man that passed by on that fateful day, and what happened next was something neither man could forget.

Gore did not hesitate to draw his rifle and aim for the bear. He took it out and had the animal in his sights. He hastily began the cumbersome process of loading the gun by dropping an iron ball into the barrel. He
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