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Fear Weaver

 


The Woodrow family is
woefully unprepared for the perils of the Rocky Mountain’s rough
country. Few natural wonders inspire Nate King like the Rocky
Mountains. But he knows that behind its beauty, the wilderness can
be deadly. Concerned for their safety, Nate agrees to help them
search for their missing brother. Yet it doesn’t take long for Nate
to feel that they’re the ones being stalked. With Blackfeet on the
warpath and vicious wild animals circling ever closer, he’ll need
all the survival skills he possesses to keep the Woodrows safe and
make it back to his own family alive.

 


Cry Freedom

 


Samuel Worth never meant
to kill the man. But when the son of the plantation owner they
worked for tried to attack Samuel’s daughter, he had to defend her.
Now his whole family is on the run from a pack of slave hunters and
their bloodhounds—straight into the deadly wilds of the Rocky
Mountains.

Nate King and his family
value their freedom. It’s one of the reasons they chose to live so
far from civilization. It’s also why Nate knows he and his wife,
Winona, must use every trick at hand to help the Worths escape
their captors—even if it costs them their own freedom to do
it.


[image: tmp_453985798854e2e5c43f5dee19d968b3_OSFZ0q_html_5092a9c1.jpg]


 


WILDERNESS DOUBLE
EDITION

57: FEAR WEAVER

58: CRY FREEDOM

By David Robbins Writing as
David Thompson

First Published by Leisure
Books in 2008

Copyright
© 2008, 2020 by David Robbins

First Electronic Edition:
October 2020

Names, characters and
incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely
coincidental.

You may not copy, store,
distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this
publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by means
(electronic, digital, optical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher.
Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this
publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims
for damages.

This is a Piccadilly
Publishing Book

Our cover features
Radisson and Groseilliers painted by Frederic Remington.

Text © Piccadilly
Publishing

Series Editor: Mike
Stotter

Published by Arrangement
with the Author.

Visit www.piccadillypublishing.org to read more about our books

 



 


 


 


 


WILDERNESS 57



FEAR WEAVER


 


 


Dedicated to Judy, Shane, Joshua and
Kyndra.


 


 


 


Before

 


The man had tears in his eyes and spittle on
his chin. He ran through the woods in a wild panic, every now and
then letting out a piercing shriek. He collided with a tree, but it
barely slowed him. He kept glancing over his shoulder. Twice he
slashed at the air with a Green River knife.

“Stay away!” he screeched.
“Stay away!'

Bursting from the undergrowth into a
clearing, he fell to his hands and knees, exhausted. More spittle
dribbled from his lower lip into his matted beard. He mewed in
fright and looked back again, and his pale face became paler.

“God no, God no, God no,
God no.”

Pushing to his feet, the man thrust his
knife at the forest.

“Don’t you dare! I won’t
be easy!”

The wind had died. Not so much as a leaf or
pine needle stirred in the dark woods.

“I know you are there!
Show yourselves!”

The man’s eyes blazed with fire. His haggard
features hardened. He held the knife above his head, ready to stab.
“I’m waiting!”

Something moved at the edge of the clearing
to his right and the man whirled, the knife in front of him. “You
won’t get me! I will kill you, do you hear me?”

A horse came out of the woods and regarded
the man, its ears pricked. Whinnying, it stamped a hoof.

“They are after you
too?”

The man took a step, then stopped and
swatted the air. He swatted it again and again, as if trying to
drive off a swarm of bees. He swung and swung, only stopping when
he was too weak to continue.

The horse just stood there.

“Of course,” the man said.
“It’s not just people. They go after everything. Deer, rabbits,
elk, birds, everything. Why didn’t I see it sooner? How could I
have been so stupid?”

The horse bobbed its head.

“It’s all right.” The man
smiled a crooked smile. “I won’t hurt you.” He moved slowly toward
it, the corners of his mouth twitching. “We’ll get away from here.
I promise to take care of you.”

The horse stamped again.

“Stay calm. That’s it.
I’ll get on you and we’ll leave this terrible place. I never should
have come. But how was I to know? How was anyone to know?” The man
gazed at a patch of blue far above, then at the towering cliffs
that reared thousands of feet on three sides of the valley. “I
thought I found heaven on earth. But I unleashed demons, didn’t I?
From my own seed I spawned them. From my ignorance.”

The man shook. His mouth still twitching, he
took another step. “You and me, boy. You and me. Let’s light a
shuck.” He chuckled, but the sound that came from his throat was
like the rattle of a dry gourd.

The next instant the horse wheeled and
trotted off, its brown body dappled by shadows.

“Noooooo!” The man ran
after it, but only as far as the trees. “Come back! Please come
back! I can’t make it afoot. Not with them everywhere. I need
you!”

The thud of hooves faded. The forest was
still again.

“Lord, preserve me. I’m
doomed.” The man raised his left hand to his brow. “I can’t take
this anymore. I just can’t.” Uttering a low sob, he
turned.

Nearly invisible in the gloom, a cabin stood
at the other side of the clearing. Small and sturdily built, it had
a stone chimney from which curled writhing tendrils of smoke. Red
curtains hung over the window like splashes of fresh blood.

The man gasped. He shuffled toward the cabin
with reluctance, as if he didn’t quite believe it was there, or as
if the cabin nursed a new fear that made his legs weak.

“I am not, I cannot, I
will not,” he said.

A dozen feet out the man stopped. From
within came humming, low and soft and peaceful. He stood and
listened for a good long while. Only when a brisk gust from off the
heights fanned the nape of his neck and sent goose bumps rippling
down his skin did he stir and step to the door. He didn’t knock. He
didn’t call out and ask permission to enter. He simply worked the
wooden latch and strode in.

The cabin was warm and cozy and filled with
the scent of burning logs. A bearskin rug covered the middle of the
floor. To the left was a log table with log benches. To the right,
the doorway to a pantry. Straight ahead was the hearth. In a
rocking chair beside it, calmly knitting, was a woman in an
ankle-length dress and a bonnet. She hummed as her long needles
clacked and clicked. When a log popped, she stared serenely at the
flames.

“Jack Sprat, Jack Sprat,
why do you keep doing that?”

The man coughed.

Glancing up, the woman placed her knitting
in her lap. “I do declare. How long have you been there?”

“Where?” the man
asked.

“Have you
heard?”

“Heard what?”

“Jack Sprat could eat no
fat, his wife could eat no lean. And so between the two of them,
they licked the platter clean.”

“I am not Jack Sprat,” the
man said.

The woman smiled. “Of course we are. We have
always been. That was our Heaven, that was our sin. But what to do
now? Where to begin? I’m happy you are here. Come on in.”

“I already am. Do you know
where you are?”

“Don’t you?” The woman
heaved her bulk out of the rocking chair, grunting with the effort.
“Sing a song of sixpence, a pocket full of rye. Four and twenty
blackbirds, baked in a pie.”

“I don’t like to eat
blackbird,” the man said. “Too stringy and dry.”

“Isn’t Tommy Thumb’s song
pretty? That Tommy Thumb sure was witty.” The woman set her
knitting on the rocking chair. From a bag next to it she took
another long needle and made a circle in the air. “Baa, baa, black
sheep, have you any wool? Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Three bags
full.”

“I haven’t any wool,” the
man said. “Only this.” He wagged his knife.

“Bow, wow, wow, whose dog
art thou?” the woman quoted.

“I think I am yours. Can
you help me? I saw a horse, but it ran away. You can never trust
horses.”

The woman walked to the table and placed her
hands on her stout hips. “Twinkle, twinkle, little star. How I
wonder what you are.” She motioned. “Come, won’t you play with
me?”

“It is hard,” the man
said.

“Try.”

“Very well.” The man’s
brow knit. “Will you take a walk with me, my little wife,
today?”

The woman uttered a sharp bark of a laugh.
“You can do better than that, surely. If you want my help, that
is.”

“I want it more than
anything,” the man admitted. Again his brow furrowed. “The Lord is
my shepherd, I shall not want.”

“Oh, come now. That is
hardly in the spirit of things.” The woman untied her bonnet and
then tied it again. “I’m waiting. If you insist on this intrusion,
you must at least be gallant.”

“I never could,” the man
said. But his brow puckered a third time. “One, two, buckle my
shoe. Three, four, knock at the door. Five, six ...” The man
stopped. “I can’t remember the rest.”

“You must. What do you
want me to take you for? If that is your best, no wonder we are
where we are.”

“It always comes back to
that, doesn’t it?” The man paused. “Five, six, pick up sticks.
Seven, eight, set them straight. Nine, ten, a big fat hen. Eleven,
twelve, dig and delve.”

The woman squealed in delight. “You did it!
You actually and truly did it! I am very proud of you.”

“Don’t expect more. They
made me say it day after day so I would learn my numbers. Why it
has stuck with me all these years is beyond me. Our minds are a
strange place.”

“Birds of a feather flock
together, and so do pigs and swine.” The woman moved to the
counter. She picked up a pan, hefted it, and set it back down.
“What help can I be? I can cook and bake, I can sweep and
rake.”

“We must leave. Together.
Now.”

The woman laughed. “You jest, sir. Leave my
humble home? Leave my rocking chair and my knitting? What kind of
woman do you take me for? What would my husband think?”

“Don’t remind me. The fog
has cleared. I wish I couldn’t remember, but I do.”

“If wishes were horses,
beggars would ride. If turnips were watches, I'd wear one at my
side.”

“You can stop that
now.”

“As I went to Bonner, I
met a pig with a wig, upon my word and honor,” the woman
recited.

“Please stop.”

“You started it,” she
retorted. “Then to bring them into this. To think you thought you
knew it all, only to find out you knew nothing.”

“Please.”

“I have my moments, too,
you know. I will help if you will tell me what kind of help I can
be.”

The man wearily stepped to the table and sat
on a bench. “It’s been so long. I’m no longer sure of what is and
what isn’t. I have to pinch myself sometimes.” So saying, he
pinched his cheek as hard as he could. “I think I am real.”

Chuckling merrily, so that her whole body
quivered like a great dish of pudding, the woman pointed a thick
finger at him. “I bet I know what you would like more than
anything. How empty is your belly?”

“So empty it is scraping
my backbone.” The man folded his arms on the table and lowered his
face onto them. His next words were muffled. “They were after me a
while ago. Right before I saw the horse. They might be after the
horse now.”

“The man in the wilderness
asked me how many strawberries grew in the sea but I didn’t tell
him.”

“God in Heaven. Is this
what we have come to? Is this to be our end?” The man slowly
straightened. Tears were in his eyes. “Will you fill my belly or
not?”

“Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake,
baker’s man. Make me a cake as fast as you can. Prick it, and pat
it, and mark it with a T. And put it in the oven for my Sully and
me.”

“Is that yes or
no?”

“Little Jack Horner sat in
the corner, eating his Christmas pie.”

“I asked you not to do
that.”

The woman opened a cupboard. “What would you
like? Waffles and eggs? Elk meat? Corn dodgers? How about apple
dumplings? I think of all the food in the world, apple dumplings
are my favorite.”

The man stared at the empty shelves in the
cupboard. His throat bobbed and he wiped an arm across his eyes.
“How long have you been without?”

“My dears, my dears, calm
your fears.”

“I never would have
guessed. You don’t look as if you have lost weight.” The man’s eyes
narrowed. “Wait. You haven’t
lost any. How can that be? How have you
lasted?”

The woman beamed jovially and twined her
fingers together. “Old Mother Hubbard went to the cupboard to get
her poor doggie a bone. But when she got there the cupboard was
bare, so the poor doggie got none.”

“One more and I will
scream. I swear to God I will.”

“There was an old woman
who lived in a shoe. She had so many children she didn’t know what
to do.”

The man was off the bench and reached her in
three bounds. Gripping her by the arms, he shook her as hard as he
could.

“Stop it! Stop it! Stop
it!”

The woman went on beaming. “Calm yourself,
Sully. Haven’t I always taken care of you?” She cupped his chin and
gazed deep into his eyes. “My sweet, sour, splendid, awful, caring,
cold codpiece.”

Sully staggered back, his cheeks damp. He
groped behind him until his hand found the rough-hewn table.
Sinking onto the bench, he trembled. “I can feel it clawing at me.
It never stops. When it takes hold I am lost to everything. But
then I come out of it for a while, like you.”

“Bat, bat, come under my
hat, and I’ll give you a slice of bacon.” The woman chortled. “Is
that what you would like to eat? A bat?”

“Philberta, please. I did
all I could. I’m sorry it wasn’t enough. The thing now is to get
away. We must leave while I am clear in the head. Try to shake it
off so we—” Sully stopped at a sudden scratching at the door, as if
a claw was scraping it from top to bottom. “No. Not
now.”

“My darlings!” Philberta
happily exclaimed. “They have come to pay me another visit. I
wonder what sweetmeats they have brought me this time.” She started
toward the door, but Sully got there ahead of her and thrust out
his hand.

“No! Think! You know what
is out there. You know what they will do to us.”

As if to prove him right, from the other
side of the door came a low growl, followed by more, and harder,
scratching.

“Let me past,” Philberta
insisted, and shoved him out of her way. “Rub-a-dub-dub, three men
in a tub. And who do you think they be?” She placed her hand on the
latch.

Sully shoved her and she stumbled back. “I
will not warn you again! Heed me, woman!”

“Heed a fool? What would
that make me? Twice the idiot?” Philberta shook her head. “You have
come to the wrong place if it is heeding you are after.”

The scratching became a frenzy of clawing
and growls and snarls. The door shook to fierce blows, the leather
hinges creaking.

“Do you hear them?”
Philberta asked. “Aren’t they grand?”

Sully faced the door and raised his knife.
“I am ready for them! If they get in, there will be the devil to
pay.”

Philberta stepped to the
counter and gripped a cast iron pan. “Dickery, dickery dare, the
pig flew up in the air.” She walked up behind Sully and brought the
pan crashing down on the top of his head. The crunch of his skull was loud and
final. He slumped onto his side, briefly convulsed, and went
limp.

“Serves him right,”
Philberta said. Fluffing her hair, she called out, “Can you hear
me, my sweets?”

Something outside the door howled.

“Birds of a feather flock
together,” Philberta said, and opened it.


 


 


Godsend

 


Few natural wonders stirred Nate King like
the Rocky Mountains. He still remembered the first time he set eyes
on them: the emerald foothills, the green of the thick timber that
covered the higher slopes, the brown of the rocky heights crowned
by white caps of snow. Peaks that reared miles into the sky.
Compared to the splendor of the Rockies, the mountains of his
native New York were so many pitiful bumps.

On this particular morning Nate was many
miles from the remote valley his family called home. He was astride
his favorite bay, on his way to the village of his wife’s cousin,
Touch The Clouds. The Shoshones were contemplating a raid on their
enemies the Blackfeet, and Touch The Clouds wanted Nate to sit in
on the council. It showed the high regard in which the Shoshones
held him. That, and Nate suspected the Shoshones hoped he would
help them get their hands on a few more rifles.

The last thing Nate expected to come across
so deep in the mountains were other whites. But from high atop a
ridge Nate spied eight riders, the last leading a couple of pack
horses, winding west in his direction. They had no inkling he was
there.

Nate was heading north. He raised his reins
to ride on, but curiosity got the better of him. Reaching back, he
opened a beaded parfleche his wife had made and brought out a
collapsible metal tube. Extending it, he pressed the scalloped
eyepiece to his eye.

Nate was a big man, broad of shoulder and
narrow of waist. He was dressed in buckskins. A beaver hat crowned
his black thatch of hair. An ammo pouch, powder horn and possibles
bag crisscrossed his broad chest. Wedged under his wide leather
belt were a pair of flintlocks, while jutting from a beaded saddle
sheath was the stock of a Hawken rifle. On his right hip hung a
bowie, on his left a tomahawk. He was, in short, a walking arsenal.
He needed to be.

As Nate studied the eight riders through his
spyglass, his mouth curled in a frown. “I’ll be switched,” he said
to his bay. Four of the eight in particular were responsible for
his frown. “Some folks have no more sense than a tree stump.”

Angry, Nate snapped the telescope in upon
itself, and shoved it into his parfleche. “They are none of my
business,” he declared, and again went to ride on to the north and
the Shoshone village.

Nate hesitated. His conscience pricked him,
as it often did in situations like this. For long minutes he
debated whether to go on or go down and talk to the party below.
Exasperated with himself, he reined sharply down the slope.

The lead rider spotted him and pointed. As
well the man should, since he, like Nate, was a frontiersman.

Nate threaded through a belt of lodgepole
pines and came out on a flat bench. Rather than go lower, he drew
rein and dismounted to await the eight. It was a quarter of an hour
before they reached him, and in that time Nate gathered dead limbs,
used his fire steel and flint, and tinder from his tinderbox, to
kindle a fire, and put coffee on to brew.

When the other frontiersman came over the
crest, Nate was seated on a log he had dragged close to the fire,
his Hawken across his legs. He didn’t smile or lift a hand in
greeting. Instead, he leveled the Hawken and said bluntly, “I
should kill you here and now.”

The man made no attempt to raise his own
rifle. Lean and bony, he had a high forehead, stringy brown hair
that hung limp under a floppy brown hat, and a jagged scar where
his left ear should be. “I thought it might be you. Not many are
your size.”

“My son tells me you were
there when he was whipped.” Nate was referring to an incident not
long ago in which his oldest, Zach, had tangled with an English
lord.

“Did he also tell you I
had no hand in the whipping? And that I did what I could to help
him escape?”

Nate slowly lowered the Hawken. The mere
thought of harm coming to either of his children was enough to fill
him with fury. He loved Zach and Evelyn dearly and devotedly, and
anyone who hurt them must answer to him. “He told me, Ryker. Which
is why I’m not going to blow out your wick.”

Edwin Ryker let out a long breath. “You had
me worried there. I don’t want you for an enemy.”

“We have never been bosom
friends.”

The other riders were filing onto the bench.
A white-haired bantam of a woman in a floral dress and yellow
bonnet jabbed a bony finger at Nate and demanded, “Why were you
pointing your rifle at our guide just now? If you are a brigand,
all you will get from us is an early grave.”

“Aunt Aggie, please,” said
a man of fifty or so. His clothes were store bought. He had a thin
mustache and thin sideburns and no chin to speak off. “Hush, and
let us men handle this.”

The woman who had threatened Nate was not
the least bit intimidated. “Pshaw, Peter. Men are good for two
things in this world. As beasts of burden and to help breed. Beyond
that, we women would be better off without you.”

Nate laughed.

Aunt Aggie’s back became ramrod straight.
“Find me humorous, do you, you great lump of muscle?”

“I find you marvelous. My
wife would agree with your opinion of my gender. She has
tongue-lashed my ears many a time.”

“I dare say you deserved
it,” Aunt Aggie said, but she was smiling. “Although I must admire
her taste. For a lump of muscle you are uncommonly
handsome.”

A woman about the same age as Peter let out
with a loud sigh. “Enough, Aggie. Must you always embarrass
us?”

“I speak my mind, Erleen.
You would do well to do the same. Timidity never got anyone
anywhere.”

“We don’t know this man
from Adam, yet you carry on with him like some tavern tart. I wish
just once you would remember you are supposed to act like a lady.
And if you can’t do that, at least act your age.”

“Did you hear her?” Aunt
Aggie said to Nate. “She was born with a sour disposition, and life
has not improved it much.”

“Agatha!” Erleen declared.
“I will thank you to shush until we find out who this man is and
whether he is trustworthy.”

“I can answer both
questions,” Edwin Ryker said. “This here is Nate King. He got his
start as a free trapper years ago, and now he lives somewhere in
these mountains with his family and a few close friends. As for
trusting him, he is as trustworthy as a man can be this side of
walking on water.”

“That is some
recommendation,” Aunt Aggie said.

Peter kneed his horse forward, dismounted,
and held out a hand as limp as his hair. “Permit me to introduce
us. I am Peter Woodrow out of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.”

Nate wondered if they were Quakers, but then
quickly realized they must not be since they were armed. Quakers
never, ever carried guns; they didn’t believe in violence of any
kind.

“This fine woman is my
wife, Erleen. Agatha is her older sister. All of us call her Aunt
Aggie. We've hired Mr. Ryker on an urgent matter and have spent the
better part of two weeks making our way ever deeper into these
mountains.”

The last four riders had come over the top.
It confirmed what Nate had seen through his spyglass, and his frown
returned. Standing, he rounded on Edwin Ryker. “What in God’s name
are you doing, bringing these pilgrims this far in? Have you warned
them they could lose their hair?”

“Many a time and then
some,” Ryker replied. “Don’t be mad at me. They would have come by
themselves if they couldn’t find a guide. The way I look at it, I’m
doing them a favor. And being paid for it.”

“You seem agitated, Mr.
King,” Aunt Aggie said.

“I have reason to be. You
folks are asking for grief. You've made a mistake. You shouldn’t be
here.”

“Care to tell us why?”
Peter asked.

“Where to begin?” Nate
scratched his chin. “Let’s start with the meat-eaters. Most haven’t
been killed off, as they have east of the Mississippi. They are
everywhere. Then there are the hostiles. Indians who will slit your
throat for no other reason than you are white. And even if you are
lucky and don’t run into a grizz or a war party, your horse could
throw you and you could break a leg or come down sick. And there
aren’t any doctors.”

“That was some speech,
handsome.”

“Aggie, please,” Erleen
said, and turned to Nate. “We appreciate your concern, Mr. King.
But you are the one who is mistaken. We must be here, come what
may.”

Peter nodded. “We are looking for
someone.”

“And did you have to
bring them?” Nate
asked, nodding at the last four riders. More of the Woodrow brood:
two boys and two girls, all smartly dressed.

“Of course,” Peter said.
“We are a family. We do everything together. Where Erleen and I go,
our children go.” He pointed at a spitting image of himself.
“That’s Fitch. He is eighteen.” He pointed at his other son, who
took after the mother. “That’s Harper. He’s seventeen. As you can
see, both are armed, and fair shots.”

“Fair isn’t always good
enough out here.”

Peter Woodrow pointed at a girl in a blue
bonnet. “That’s Anora. She’s fifteen, and as fine a little lady as
a father could ask for.”

“Pleased to meet you,
sir.”

Peter indicated the last of his offspring.
“And this is Tyne, our youngest. She’s only twelve, and a lively
bundle, if I do say so myself.”

Tyne smiled sweetly. Unlike the rest of her
family, who all had dark eyes and dark hair, Tyne had straw-colored
curls, and her eyes were lake blue, like Nate’s own. “Aren’t these
mountains wonderful, Mr. King?”

“They can be deadly,
too.”

“As Aunt Aggie likes to
say, we can’t fret over what might never happen. She says we should
look for the good in life, not the bad.”

Agatha grinned. “I am a regular sage.”

“I wish I could make you
understand,” Nate said.

“We have done well so
far,” Peter said. “The dangers in these mountains have been
exaggerated.”

“That they have,” Erleen
agreed. “To hear folks back home talk, we should have been scalped
the minute we crossed the Mississippi River.”

Nate sighed. “You mentioned that you are
searching for someone?”

“My younger brother,
Sullivan,” Peter answered. “He came west with his wife and three
boys about a year and a half ago. He managed to get a letter back
to us shortly after they got here, and then nothing. I mean to find
out if he is still alive, and if not, to learn his
fate.”

“He came to the Rockies?”
Nate was mildly surprised. He could count the number of settlers on
two hands and have fingers left over. “I’ve never heard of any
Sullivan Woodrow.”

Peter gestured at the towering peaks to the
west. “Sully is somewhere in there. He wrote us how to find his
cabin. Even with his directions, though, Mr. Ryker is having a hard
time.”

Edwin Ryker had been listening to their
exchange. Now he addressed Nate, saying, “I’ve read the letter. You
won’t believe it. This Sully wanted to live as a trapper.”

“The beaver trade died out
long ago.”

“You know that and I know
that, but this Sully figured there must be enough beaver and other
animals around to make a living.”

Nate grunted. A man
could make a living at
it. Good furs were always in demand. But trapping was hard, brutal
work, and the money to be made wasn’t enough for a family of five
to live comfortably. “Was this Sully a woodsman? Could he live off
the land?”

“I would rather you didn’t
use the past tense,” Peter said. “And yes, my brother is the best
woodsman I know. Back East, he spent nearly all his time hunting or
fishing. One year he brought down six deer.”

“Sully has always loved
the outdoors,” Erleen added. “The forest was in his
blood.”

Nate wasn’t impressed. The wilds of the East
were nothing like the wilds of the West. It could well be that
Sully had no idea what he was letting himself in for when he
brought his family to the Rockies. “What was this about
directions?”

It was Ryker who answered. “The letter
mentions a few landmarks. If I’ve read it right, Sullivan’s cabin
is on the other side of this range.”

“Over the
divide?”

Ryker nodded. “In a high
valley. He mentions sandstone cliffs that can be seen for miles.
One is split down the middle and looks like a giant
V.”

Nate gave a slight start.

“What? Do you know where
the valley is?”

“I might.” Nate had
wandered all over the central Rockies when he was a trapper. From
the geyser country to the deserts of the Southwest, he knew the
land well.

Erleen Woodrow clasped her hands. “That’s
wonderful news! You are a godsend, Mr. King.”

“How so?”

“You can take us there. It
would save us considerable time, and we would be ever so
grateful.”

“I'd be in your debt,”
Peter stressed.

Nate stared at the stark heights they were
making for. “If I’m right, your brother picked country few whites
have ever set foot in.”

“The very kind Sully
wanted.”

“Bears and the like will
be as thick as fleas on an old hound. And there are bound to be
Indians.”

“Is that a yes or a no?”
Aunt Aggie asked.

Nate stared at her, then at the two sons and
the girls. His gaze lingered on young Tyne’s innocent features. He
thought of his own daughter, Evelyn, and he gave the only answer he
could.


 


 


 


Into the Heart of Darkness

 


Late summer in the Rockies.

The lush green of a wet spring had given way
to the parched greens and somber shades of dry day after dry day.
At the lower elevations withering heat blistered man and beast. But
up in the high country, while it was every bit as dry, it wasn’t
quite as hot.

As best Nate could judge, the pass he and
the others were making for was at ten thousand feet. He had been
over it only once, many summers ago when he and hundreds of other
trappers were prowling in search of streams and rivers that might
harbor the industrious creatures their livelihoods depended on.

At this altitude the air had a rarified
quality that made Nate conscious of each breath he took. His lungs
had to work a little harder; he had to breathe a little deeper.

The timberline was below them. Above were a
series of steep slopes littered with treacherous talus and dotted
with boulders. The ping of metal horseshoes on rock was constant as
their animals strained to defy the cant, and gravity.

Nate was in the lead. They had been climbing
for hours when he came to a shelf and drew rein to await the
rest.

Edwin Ryker was close behind. He swung his
sorrel in next to Nate’s bay and idly scratched the scar where his
left ear had been. “We need to talk.”

“Flap your gums but keep
it short.” Nate was keeping an eye on Erleen Woodrow. Her mare was
giving her trouble. It didn’t help that Erleen wasn’t much of a
rider.

“What do you expect to get
out of this? They are paying me a hundred dollars, and I’ll be
damned if I will share.”

“Did I ask you
to?”

“Not yet.”

Nate shifted his gaze from the struggling
mare to Ryker. “I have no interest in their money.”

“Then why put your life in
danger for a bunch of strangers?”

“They need
help.”

“That’s it?” Ryker
snorted. “I never took you for the noble type. Your son certainly
isn’t.”

Nate placed his hand on one of the
.55-caliber flintlocks tucked under his leather belt. “Insult me or
my son again and you will find out exactly how noble I’m not.”

“Sheath your claws,” Ryker
said quickly. “I have nothing against you. But we’re different, you
and me. I'd never help these yacks if they weren’t paying me. They
are sheep waiting to be slaughtered.”

“You don’t care about
anyone but yourself, is that how it goes?”

“I make no bones about how
I am.”

“Says the man who helped
my son escape from men who were out to kill him. You are not the
ogre you would like us to believe.”

Ryker laughed. “I don’t give a good damn
what anyone thinks. As for your son, I helped him to spare my hide.
There was a chance he might have gotten away on his own and come
after me later. I didn’t want that. Your boy is a holy terror when
he is out for blood.”

Nate opened his mouth to
dispute it but didn’t. Ryker was right. Zach was a terror when his blood-lust was
up, so much so, Nate often worried about what the future held for
his hot-tempered pride and joy.

“So tell me. Are you
thinking what I am thinking about Sullivan and his family?” Ryker
asked.

“There’s a chance they are
still alive.”

“You know better. It has
been more than a year since anyone heard from them. We’ll find
bones if we find anything, and then only if we find the valley and
their cabin.”

“Do you always look at the
bright side?”

Ryker laughed again. “I like you, King. For
a mountain man you would make a fine schoolmarm.”

The mare was floundering. Stones and dirt
cascaded from under her scrabbling hooves as she sought to keep her
balance. Erleen leaned well back, the reins taut in her
white-knuckled hands.

Cupping a hand to his mouth, Nate hollered,
“Bend forward, over the saddle!”

“See what I mean about
yacks?” Ryker said. “These infants don’t even know how to
ride.”

“Bend forward!” Nate
shouted again, and this time the woman listened. Almost
immediately, the mare regained its footing and laboriously climbed
the final twenty feet to the shelf.

“Praise God!” Erleen
exclaimed. “I thought for sure I would take an awful
fall.”

Ryker winked at Nate. “See what I’ve had to
put up with?”

“How much farther to the
pass?” Erleen asked.

“Another hour yet.” Nate
checked the rest, but no one else was in trouble. Peter was a fair
rider. The four youngsters did better than their parents, but none
of them could compare to Aunt Aggie, who controlled her mount with
superb skill. “That sister of yours can handle herself.”

“Agatha? Well, she is
older than me by almost twenty years.” Erleen fiddled with her
bonnet. “Our folks had nine children. She was the eldest, and I was
the youngest.”

Ryker said, “One kid would be one too many
for me. Brats at ten are brats at twenty, and I can do without the
aggravation.”

“Must you be so crude, Mr.
Ryker? I have asked you before to be civil, and it would delight me
greatly if you would at least try.”

“What are you in a huff
about? All I said was that most kids are brats.”

Peter joined them, then the girls, then
Fitch and Harper. Last to reach safety was Aunt Aggie. Her cheeks
were flushed and her eyes were twinkling with excitement. She
brightened even more when Nate complimented her riding.

“Thank you, kind sir. It
is unfortunate you have a wife. My third husband died on me five
years ago and I have not come across a likely
replacement.”

Erleen colored from neckline to hairline.
“Is there no end? Have you no modesty or decorum? And in front of
Anora and Tyne, no less.”

“That’s all right,
Mother,” Anora said. “We don’t mind. We like Aunt
Aggie.”

“She is the best aunt
ever,” Tyne agreed.

“Agatha can be charming, I
grant you,” Erleen responded. “But she can also be as crude as Mr.
Ryker, and I would rather she doesn’t influence you with her sinful
ways.”

“Oh Lord,” Aunt Aggie
said.

“Don’t take that tone with
me, sister. Three husbands is two too many. You always have been
too lax when it comes to men and your tart tongue.”

“I should hope so,” Aunt
Aggie said.

Since Peter was imitating a lump of clay,
Nate held up a hand. “Enough, ladies. I don’t care to listen to you
bicker every foot of the way.”

“Oh, this is normal for
us,” Aunt Aggie said. “My little sister has always thought she is
better than I. She never passes up an opportunity to point out my
flaws.”

“You are impossible,”
Erleen said.

Peter finally stirred. “You heard Mr.
King.”

Nate reined the bay around. Other than
pockets of scrub brush and a few small boulders, the next slope
presented no problems. He twisted to mention to the others to be
sure to string out in single file, and happened to glance past them
at the forest below.

It took a few seconds for Nate to realize
what he was seeing. Then he blinked and it was gone.

Ryker was next to him, and asked, “What was
that look on your face just now?”

“Have you seen sign of
anyone following you since you hooked up with the
Woodrows?”

“No. Why do you ask?”
Ryker twisted to scan the lower slopes. “Is someone trailing
us?”

“At least one.”

“White or red?”

“He was too far off, and
in the shadows.”

“So it could be either.”
Ryker scowled. “Damn. And here I thought I was doing a good job of
keeping them safe.”

“I thought you didn’t care
about anything except the money.”

“They can all be scalped
for all I care,” Ryker snapped. “I’m only thinking of my
reputation. People aren’t going to want to hire me for a guide if I
go and get some of them killed.”

“Be careful,
Edwin.”

“Huh?”

“I’m beginning to like
you.”

“Go to Hell.” Ryker jabbed
his heels and rode on.

Chuckling, Nate stayed where he was and
motioned for the rest to go on by him. Peter nodded as he went
past. Erleen smiled. Aunt Aggie drew rein.

“Resting so soon? I
figured someone with as many muscles as you must have stamina to
spare.”

“It’s a good thing my wife
isn’t here. She would shoot you.”

Aunt Aggie grinned in delight, then sobered.
“Be honest with me. I saw you whispering with Smelly. What is going
on?”

“Smelly?”

“My nickname for our
guide. Haven’t you noticed? If you are near him when the wind is
right, you would swear you were downwind of a barrel of rotten
apples. And that is being charitable.”

It was Nate’s turn to grin. “Baths aren’t
considered a necessity out here.”

“You must be a reader,”
Aunt Aggie said. “I can always tell by the words people use. And
only a reader uses 'necessity.' Smelly would have said something
like, ‘Baths ain’t good for you’ and then scratched his armpit and
smelled his fingers.”

Despite his concern, Nate indulged in a
belly laugh. “I do happen to own a couple dozen books. I have my
mother to thank. She loved to read. She turned me into a reader
when I was six and I have been reading ever since.”

“Smart woman. But then
readers always are. Our brains need fertilizer just like plants or
they go to weed like Smelly’s.”

A cough came from behind her. The four
offspring had drawn rein and were waiting for her to go on.

“Our folks are getting too
far ahead,” Fitch said.

“We will talk books
later,” Aunt Aggie told Nate, and clucked to her horse.

Fitch and Harper rode past. Anora remarked
that she was sore from all the riding. Tyne came to a stop and
fixed those trusting blue eyes of hers on Nate.

“Why are Indians following
us, Mr. King?”

Nate almost swore. “You've seen some?”

“Oh, yes. There are four
of them. They are being sneaky, but I spotted them when I was
swatting at a fly that wouldn’t leave me alone. I didn’t let on
that I knew they were back there.” Tyne chortled. “They are funny,
the way they go from tree to tree and try to stay hid.”

“Why didn’t you let me
know?”

“I’m sorry. Should I have?
No one told me. Mother said that if any Indians came up to me I was
to smile and be friendly so they would be nice, but those Indians
haven’t come close yet.” Tyne fluffed at her golden curls. “They
must be friendly or they would have tried to hurt us by now. And
here I'd heard the most awful things about Indians.”

Nate remembered a Mexican freighter he came
across once down near Santa Fe. The Apaches had tied the man upside
down to a wagon wheel and lit a fire under his head. Then there
were the three Conestogas caught unawares by Comanches. He could
think of plenty more, but he preferred not to. “From here on out,
little one, you tell me when you spot an Indian. Anytime, day or
night, whether I am awake or asleep.”

“I will.” Tyne smiled and
slapped her legs against her pinto. “I better catch up. Father gets
annoyed if we fall behind.”

Nate brought up the rear. He deliberately
rode slow until a fifty-foot gap separated him from the rest. When
he came to a cluster of cabin-sized boulders, he reined in among
them, swinging down and shucking his Hawken from the saddle sheath.
Then, keeping low, he worked his way to the lowest boulder,
flattened, and crawled to where he had an unobstructed view of the
slope he had just climbed.

Now all Nate had to do was wait. Whoever was
back there was bound to show themselves. He hoped it wasn’t
hostiles.

Some whites were fond of
saying that the only good Indian was a dead Indian, but Nate wasn’t
one of them. He didn’t hate Indians just because they
were Indians. He’d
married a Shoshone woman, after all, and been adopted into her
tribe. He dressed more like an Indian than a white. And he was so
bronzed by the sun that, were it not for his beard, he could pass
for an Indian.

Long ago, Nate had learned an important
lesson. The red man was really no different than the white. Oh,
each had their own customs, and they wore different clothes and
lived in different dwellings and spoke different languages. But
when all that was stripped away, the red man and the white man were
a lot more alike than either was willing to admit.

Another lesson Nate learned was that, just
as with whites, there were good Indians and there were bad Indians.
There were Indians who were kind to one and all, and Indians who
would slit the throat of an Indian from another tribe as readily as
they would slit the throat of a white man.

Movement below brought an end to Nate’s
reflection. He rose on his elbows to better see the four warriors
who had emerged from the trees and were climbing toward him.

“Damn.”

Nate didn’t need his spyglass to tell they
were Blackfeet. And there was nothing the Blackfeet liked more than
to count coup on whites.


 


 


Dueling Fingers

 


It was rare to see Blackfeet so deep in the
mountains. Rare, too, to see such a small number. Usually their war
parties were made up of thirty or more warriors. Nate suspected the
four were a hunting party; they had spotted Ryker and the Woodrows
lower down and were waiting for a chance to kill them or steal
their horses, or both.

Nate racked his brain for a way to avoid
bloodshed. A parley was out of the question. The warriors were apt
to attack the moment he showed himself.

Reluctantly, Nate settled the Hawken’s
sights on the warrior in the lead and thumbed back the hammer. He
curled his finger around the rear trigger and pulled it to set the
front trigger. Then, his finger around the front trigger, he took a
deep breath to steady his aim.

The four Blackfeet abruptly halted and
stared intently up the slope.

To Nate, they appeared to be looking right
at him, or at the boulders he was in. He couldn’t imagine how they
had spotted him, as low to the ground as he was. Then he realized
they weren’t staring at him; they were looking at something to his
right. He raised his cheek from the Hawken and received a
shock.

Tyne Woodrow had come around the boulders,
apparently spotted the Blackfeet, and drawn rein. There she sat,
smiling sweetly down at them.

Alarm coursed through Nate. He doubted the
Blackfeet would kill her. But they might decide to take her back
with them to raise as one of their own. He placed his cheek to the
Hawken, but he didn’t shoot. All four warriors had bows. If they
should send a flight of arrows up the slope, a shaft might hit
Tyne.

Nate stood and moved into the open. Stepping
close to Tyne, he said without taking his eyes off the Blackfeet,
“Don’t move. We are in deep trouble.”

“Mr. King!” Tyne said
cheerfully. “I wondered where you got to. I thought maybe your
horse threw a shoe, so I came back to look for you. Who are those
Indians?”

“They are Blackfeet and
they don’t like whites.”

“Why wouldn’t they like
me? I’ve never done them any harm. My mother says that so long as
we are nice to people, they will be nice to us. And Indians are
people, too.”

Nate’s regard for the girl soared.
“Sometimes nice isn’t enough.”

“Should we go talk to them
and ask what they want? My father says that Indians like to
trade.”

“We’ll stay
put.”

“I have some pretty
ribbons for my hair. One is green and one is yellow and another is
the most wonderful blue. Do you think they would like ribbons for
their wives or their sisters?”

Nate almost laughed at the notion of
pacifying the implacable Blackfeet with a few paltry ribbons.

“Oh, look! The one with
the big nose is coming toward us. He’s quite dashing except for his
nose.”

Nate tensed. The warrior in the lead was
indeed climbing. Nate raised his Hawken, then realized the warrior
had not done the same with his bow. Suspicious of a trick, Nate
lowered his rifle again.

The other Blackfeet weren’t moving.

Tyne turned out to be a little chatterbox.
“My goodness, they have fine buckskins. And look at how their hair
shines. What do they use to make it shine like that?”

“Some Indians slick their
hair with bear fat,” Nate offhandedly mentioned.

“Goodness gracious. Indian
girls too? I couldn’t do that. I like my hair loose so the wind can
blow it, but mother nearly always makes me wear a
bonnet.”

“Hush. I must
concentrate.” Nate could ill afford a distraction.

“I’m sorry. Am I talking
too much? Mother says I do that. She scolds me about it. But how do
we get to know people if we don’t talk to them?”

“Hush,” Nate said again. A
thought struck him and sent a shiver of apprehension down his
spine. It could be there were more than four Blackfeet, and the
others were flanking him.

The lead warrior came to a halt within easy
arrow range. Most Blackfeet were highly skilled with a bow and
could hit a target the size of a man’s head from a full gallop.

Nate tried to read the warrior’s expression.
He saw the man’s eyes widen slightly, and he glanced over
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