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Savage Rendezvous

In 1828, the Rocky Mountains were an immense,
unsettled region through which few white men dared to travel. Only
courageous mountain men like Nathaniel King were willing to risk
the unknown dangers for the freedom the wilderness offered. But
while attending a rendezvous of trappers and fur traders, King’s
freedom was threatened when he was accused of murdering several men
for their money. With the help of his friend Shakespeare McNair,
Nathaniel had to prove his innocence. For he had not cast off the
fetters of society to spend the rest of his life behind bars.

Blood Fury

In 1828, the Rocky Mountains were wild and
treacherous. Anyone daring to travel there faced unknown dangers
and adventures at every turn. On a hunting trip, young Nathaniel
King stumbled onto a disgraced Crow Indian. Attempting to regain
his honor, Sitting Bear placed himself and his family in great
peril, for a war party of hostile Utes threatened to kill them all.
When the savages wounded Sitting Bear and kidnapped his wife and
daughter, Nathaniel had to rescue them or watch them perish. But
despite his skill in tricking unfriendly Indians, King might just
have met an enemy he could not outsmart.
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Foreword

In the early decades of the nineteenth
century America quivered on the brink of a thrilling epoch in her
history. East of the mighty Mississippi River lay verdant states
rapidly filling with cities and towns as the hardy populace
continued its migration from the Atlantic Ocean toward the distant
frontier. But west of the Mississippi, with the sole exception of
the recently formed state of Missouri, lay the vast domain labeled
by one explorer as the Great American Desert.

A vast, virtually uncharted expanse,
inhabited by countless wild beasts and potentially fierce Indians,
daunted all but the very bravest. To a majority of Americans the
foreboding unknown loomed as a terrifying barrier between the U.S.
and the Pacific Ocean. Lurid tales were circulated in the press
detailing the horrors to be encountered by anyone foolish enough to
venture into the inhospitable wasteland.

At first, only a few
adventurers and reclusive sorts dared cross the invisible boundary
between civilization and the shadowy realm of eternal savagery.
Then wearing beaver fur became the height of fashion in Europe and
America, and young trappers poured into the wilderness in the
hopes of
making their fortunes. Few lived to see their dreams realized. In
one year alone, a hundred and sixteen men left Santa Fe to spend a
season in the Rocky Mountains. Only sixteen survived.

Those trappers who did outwit the hostile
Indians and escaped unscathed from encounters with grizzlies would
become the stuff of legends: Mountain Men.

This is the story of one such youth who was
lured into going where few men had gone before in the hope of
acquiring riches. Instead, he found adventures galore and wealth of
a nobler kind.


Chapter One

The sun shone brilliantly on the verdant
land bordering the Bear River. Rolling hills enclosed the fertile
bottoms, and beyond the hills reared towering mountains capped with
snow even in the month of July. Game abounded. High in the air
wheeled eagles, soaring on the currents as their keen eyes sought
prey far below. Hawks flew over the fields and forests, alert for a
morsel to appease their hunger. Buffalo, elk, deer, and antelope
gorged themselves on the thick, sweet grasses. Predators were also
in evidence. Solitary cougars prowled the rocky heights. Packs of
wolves trailed the herbivores, patiently waiting their chance to
close in for the kill. Coyotes and foxes prowled for smaller
creatures.

Into this natural paradise rode three
figures, two men and a woman. They came from the southwest, and all
three showed signs of having ridden many miles.

The man in the lead sat loosely
in the saddle, flowing with the rhythm of his white horse. His
shoulder-length hair, beard, and mustache were all the same color
as his animal. Penetrating blue eyes peered out at the world from
under knitted brows. On his head perched a brown beaver hat, and
buckskins adorned his big frame. Cradled in his arms was a Hawken
rifle.

After the oldster came a much
younger man, not yet into his twenties, who also wore buckskins and
moccasins. Angled across his broad chest were a bullet pouch and
powder horn. Two pistols were tucked under his brown leather belt.
In a sheath on his left hip nestled a butcher knife with a
twelve-inch blade.
He ran his left hand through his long black hair while retaining a
grip on his Hawken with his right, then glanced to the west when
his alert green eyes detected movement. A grin creased his lips at
the sight of a rabbit bounding off into the brush. “How about stew
for supper?” he asked in a distinctive, deep voice.

“All you ever think about
is food, Nate,” chided the older man. He snickered and glanced back
over his shoulder at the third member of their party. “Well, that’s
not all you think about.”

Nate bristled. “I won’t allow any man to
talk about my wife that way,” he stated severely. “Not even you,
Shakespeare.”

The lead rider sighed and shook his head. “I
thought we were friends, Nathaniel King.”

Surprised by the formality in the other’s
tone, Nate goaded his mare forward until he rode alongside his
companion. “We are. There’s no one I consider a better friend than
you.”

Shakespeare regarded the younger man
critically. “Then you should be able to take a joke without
reacting like a bobcat defending its mate.”

“I
didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, but you know how I am about
Winona.”

“I know. Believe me, I
know.”

Nate saw his friend’s face curl in a smile,
and he relaxed. “I’m sorry. Ever since I met her I’ve been acting a
little peculiar.”

Shakespeare vented a snort that
would have done credit to a bull buffalo. “A little? Lord, son,
your antics are enough to drive a fellow crazy.”

“I haven’t been that bad.”

“Don’t fool yourself. Even my horse
commented on it.”

Smiling, Nate gazed back at the cause for
their conversation, his heart swelling with love and pride at the
thought she had consented to be his wife.

Winona was her name, and she
was a full-blooded Shoshone. Her long tresses shimmered with
vitality, and her brown eyes danced with happiness as she returned
his loving look. Prominent cheekbones accented her beautiful
features. Clinging loosely to her supple form was a beaded buckskin
dress.

Nate beamed and winked.

“Oh,
no. Here we go again,” Shakespeare groused.

“What are you talking
about?”

“Having to put up with the two of you
making cow eyes at each other.”

“We don’t make cow eyes,” Nate stated
huffily.

“What would you call it?”

“True love.”

Shakespeare chuckled good-naturedly. “What
do you know about true love?” he queried, and then launched into a
quote from his favorite author. “Alas, that love, so gentle in his
view, should be so tyrannous and rough in proof!”

“Which play is that from?” Nate
inquired.

“Romeo and
Juliet. You should read it sometime. It describes youthful love
perfectly,” Shakespeare said, then reached behind him and patted
the roll tied behind his saddle. “I’ll lend my book to you tonight,
if you want.”

Nate shook his head, thinking of the huge
volume the frontiersman carted everywhere and safeguarded
fanatically. “No, thanks. I have other things to do tonight.”

“I’m sure.”

Sighing in resignation, Nate
slowed the mare and waited for his wife to catch up. He smiled at her, then
looked at the three pack animals she led, verifying their
provisions were secure.

Winona’s hands flew in a series of rapid
gestures.

Nate followed her flying fingers closely,
knowing if he missed even one gesture the entire meaning could be
lost. He’d made great progress in his mastery of sign language
since leaving St. Louis over two months ago, but he still had to
concentrate intently when others were directing comments at him,
and he still made far too many mistakes for his liking.

One of the many surprises
connected to his continuing education in the ways of the wilderness
had been learning that the Indians employed a universal sign
language. No one knew exactly which tribe had started the practice.
The origins of sign language, like the origins of many of the
tribes, were shrouded in antiquity. But the Comanches, Kiowas,
Apaches, Shoshones, Crows, Pawnees, Nez Percés, and many others all used
sign talk to communicate when they met because their verbal tongues
were so different.

Now Winona concluded her remarks, and Nate
reviewed them mentally while preparing his response: She was glad
they were almost to the rendezvous; she looked forward to meeting
old friends there; she wanted to show off her new husband to
certain women she knew; and she hoped the Bad One would not give
them any trouble.

The Bad One?

Nate replied that he too looked forward to
arriving at the rendezvous and that he would be glad to meet her
friends. Then he posed a question using the Shoshone tongue instead
of sign, voicing the words haltingly, his pronunciation atrocious.
“Who Bad One?”

Winona answered with her hands. “Ask
Carcajou.”

Nodding, Nate glanced at the
mountain man on whom the Indians had bestowed the
voyageurs’
name for the
wolverine, a fierce animal famous for its vicious disposition.
“Shakespeare, who’s the Bad One?”

The frontiersman replied
without turning around. “That’s the Indian name for Gaston
Cleroult. He was a voyageur up in Canada for ten years or so. Then he grew tired of
working for someone else and struck out on his own. Became a
coureur de
bois.”

“A
what?” Nate interrupted.

Shakespeare gazed over his
shoulder. “I
keep forgetting who I’m talking to. Must be a sign of old age.” He
cackled.

“I
know what a voyageur is,” Nate told him. “Uncle Zeke told me all about them.
They’re Canadian trappers.”

“True.
Well, a coureur de bois is a trapper who crosses the line between legal
and illegal. It’s someone who traps without a license. A
poacher.”

“And
this Cleroult poached?”

“Only
for a year or so, according to the stories I’ve heard. Then he made
a bigger mistake. He murdered an official who tried to arrest him,
and drifted south. The Giant has been roaming the Rockies for seven
or eight years now, and I can honestly say he’s the most hated man
west of the Mississippi.”

“The Giant?”

“Yep. That’s what everyone hereabouts
calls him. Stems from the fact he’s six feet, four inches tall and
must weigh two hundred and forty pounds.”

Nate imagined the tremendous size of the
man, and whistled in appreciation. “I’ve seen few men that
size.”

“Pray you don’t run into him, Nate.
He’s the Devil incarnate.”

“Do
you know him personally?”

“We’ve
bumped into each other a few times. It’s not an experience I can
recommend.”

“He’s really as bad as all
that?”

“Why
do you think the Indians named him the Bad One?” Shakespeare
rejoined.

Nate said nothing. He knew about the
significance of names to the Indians. Names were bestowed on babies
immediately after birth. Often the infants were named after
animals, frequently for an act of nature that occurred the day they
were born. If they were born with a physical deformity, their name
invariably reflected their condition and they were stuck with it.
The women, as a general rule, kept theirs from cradleboard to
grave. But the men, the warriors, often took a new name after they
counted their first coup, performed some other brave act, or had an
exceptionally vivid dream.

If the Indians called this Gaston Cleroult
the Bad One, Nate reasoned, then the Giant must indeed be a wicked
person. He thought about his own Indian name, Grizzly Killer, given
to him by a Cheyenne warrior after a harrowing encounter with a
massive grizzly bear. Only by a miracle had he survived. Now,
thanks in large part to Shakespeare proclaiming the news to
everyone they met, his sobriquet was becoming widely known. Already
the Shoshones referred to him exclusively by it.

The Shoshones.

Nate twisted in the saddle and stared at the
last hill they had crossed. “Why did Drags the Rope and the rest of
the band decide to camp for the night when we’re only an hour and a
half from the rendezvous site?”

“Because the Shoshones, like most
Indians, are a proud people. They didn’t want to ride into the
rendezvous looking like something the cat dragged home. After that
scrape with the Blackfeet they were in pitiful shape. Look at all
the possessions and horses they lost,” Shakespeare
detailed.

“Not to mention the lives,” Nate
added, thinking of Winona’s mother and father. Both had perished at
the hands of Mad Dog’s war party.

“Them too,” Shakespeare
said. “As you already know, many of the tribes send groups to the
rendezvous to trade, sell their women, and have a grand time. The
rendezvous draws them like a magnet draws iron. They can’t resist.”
He paused. “It’s sort of a neutral territory where everyone is
supposed to be on their best behavior.”

“Do they all get along?”

“Sometimes they do, sometimes they
don’t,” Shakespeare responded enigmatically. “One thing you can
count on for certain. There won’t be any Blackfeet
there.”

“Thank goodness,” Nate
said.

The brutal Blackfeet were the scourge of the
northern Rockies. They relentlessly hounded any whites who ventured
into their territory, and they were credited with taking the lives
of several dozen trappers. They also constantly waged war on the
other tribes, their war parties often traveling hundreds of miles
to attack an enemy camp. As with the Comanches and the Kiowas far,
far to the south, the Blackfeet were greatly feared and widely
despised, particularly by the whites.

“You can count on Drags the Rope and
his band to ride into the rendezvous tomorrow morning, all dressed
in their best buckskins and mounted on their finest horses,”
Shakespeare said.

“A while ago you told me the
rendezvous has already started. How much longer will it
last?”

“If we’re lucky, about two more weeks.
The past two have both broken up about the middle of
July.”

“And this is only the third
one?”

“Yep. The third of many to
come.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because as long as those dandies and
ladies back East are willing to pay good money for prime beaver
pelts, there will be trappers roaming the Rockies. At least, until
the beaver are gone.”

Nate felt a hand touch his shoulder and
glanced at his wife. “What?” he asked in Shoshone.

Winona pointed at the back of his head.

Puzzled, Nate rested the Hawken between his
thighs and the pommel and reached up to gingerly touch his hair.
His fingers came into contact with the feather, and he realized it
was almost untied.

The feather.

Memories rose unbidden at the contact,
memories of the noble Cheyenne warrior named White Eagle, a
prominent member of the Bow String Society. In many of the Plains
tribes were organizations of their bravest men known as warrior or
soldier societies. There might be many such societies in a single
tribe, each competing with the others for the honor of being known
as the best fighters, a sort of friendly rivalry designed to
promote manly excellence. The Cheyennes had six such societies: the
Bow String, the Crazy Dogs, the Fox Soldiers, the Red Shields, the
Elk Soldiers, and the Dog Soldiers. White Eagle belonged to the Bow
String Society and was a top war chief.

Receiving a feather from such a renowned
warrior was quite an honor. Nate had been given his after a battle
with a Kiowa band, weeks ago, yet only within the past few days had
he grown to appreciate its significance. Now he wore it proudly,
constantly, tied to his hair with a thin strip of buckskin
fringe.

Somehow, the buckskin had come loose.

Nate secured the feather in its proper
position again, aligning it to dangle, slanted toward his right
shoulder.

Her hands moving rapidly, Winona told him
how glad she was to have a husband who had already demonstrated his
bravery many times over, a husband who would be a good provider for
her and their many children.

Smiling sheepishly, Nate merely
nodded. He still could not quite accustom himself to the
intimidating frankness of Indian women. Winona entertained no
compunctions whatsoever about discussing any subject under the
sun, not
even sex, and at times her candid references to things that were
strictly taboo for the refined, cultured ladies of New York City
discomfited him.

And her frankness wasn’t the only source of
distress.

Nate stared at her left hand. Thin strips of
soft hide had been wrapped around the tips of her first two fingers
to keep out the dirt and prevent infection.

How could she do such a thing?

To her, Nate realized, such a barbaric act
was perfectly normal. She had lost her father and mother to the
Blackfeet. Shoshone custom dictated that when a woman lost a member
of her family or a dear friend, as a public show of mourning and
proof of devotion she had to cut off a finger at the first joint.
Nate had seen a few elderly women in the Shoshone camp who were
missing the tips of each finger. The males also subscribed to the
practice, although not as extensively, but they never sliced the
ends off all their fingers for a very practical reason; the first
two fingers on the hand they used for drawing a bow were never
touched. Even though he knew how devoted the Shoshones were to
their customs, Nate still could scarcely believe his wife had
actually mutilated herself. Especially after he’d warned her not to
do it.

How could she?

Shakespeare unexpectedly reined up. “Let’s
rest for a bit,” he proposed.

“Now?”
Nate responded in surprise. “When we are so close to the rendezvous
site?”

“Now,” the frontiersman stated
emphatically. “Fifteen minutes more won’t make a difference, will
it?”

“No,” Nate said rather reluctantly. He
was eager to reach their destination, but he’d learned not to
question his friend’s judgment in such matters.

“The horses can use some
water,” Shakespeare explained, nodding at the river several hundred
yards to the east. “We can brush some of the dust from our clothes
and get set for the rendezvous.”

“I’m already ready,” Nate
said.

Shakespeare stared reproachfully at the
younger man. “I wasn’t necessarily thinking about you or me.”

Stunned by his own stupidity, Nate looked at
his wife. “Oh. I didn’t think it would matter to her.”

“In certain respects Indian women are
no different from white women. They both like to put on their best
dresses from time to time and sashay around for everyone to take a
gander. If you want my advice, you’ll stop regarding your wife as
an Indian and see her as the woman she is.”

“I do regard her as a
woman.”

“Perhaps. But you still have a lot of
foolish Eastern notions about Indians floating around in that dense
skull of yours. Get rid of that nonsense and you’ll be much better
off.”

“The voice of experience,” Nate said,
wishing he had a third of his friend’s wisdom.

Shakespeare touched the hair hanging over
his right ear. “Where do you think I got all this gray from?”

Laughing, Nate signed for Winona to
dismount. “I’ll take the horses to the river,” he offered.

“My old bones thank you,” the
frontiersman replied, and slipped to the ground.

“Your old bones can run rings around
most men a third your age,” Nate pointed out.

Inhaling deeply, Shakespeare watched a hawk
circle above a stand of pine trees to the south, then gazed at a
herd of elk munching in a meadow to the southwest. “Living in the
Rockies hardens a man, Nate. Makes him as tough as leather. If I’d
spent my whole life in one of those big cities back East, where the
only exercise most folks get is walking to their carriages each
day, they would have planted me six feet under years ago.”

“You’re exaggerating, as
usual.”

“Am I? You lived in New
York City most of your life. Did you happen to notice anything peculiar
about the air you were breathing?”

“It’s common knowledge the air there
can be unhealthy at times, particularly on cold winter days when
all that coal and wood is being burned. The papers were always full
of stories about how bad the situation was, but no one had a
solution.”

The frontiersman indicated the crystal-clear
atmosphere overhead, then motioned at the pristine forest. “This is
the solution.”

Nate knew better than to argue.
Shakespeare’s logic could be irrefutable, especially when the topic
concerned the relative merits of civilization and the wilderness.
Deep down, Nate happened to agree. He’d breathed in the sooty air
of New York City on many a day. He’d contended with the widespread
carriage congestion. He’d been caught up in the frantic pace of
life, in the frenetic drive to amass a fortune no matter what the
cost, even if the work itself should be total drudgery. He was
intimately familiar with all the dubious benefits of cultured
society. And now, after having lived in the admittedly savage wilds
and experiencing firsthand the genuine freedom enjoyed by those who
had deliberately forsaken civilization’s constraints, he tended to
regard life in New York City as a veritable prison where men and
women had their minds and souls enslaved by greed.

“Are you planning to take the horses
today or tomorrow?” Shakespeare asked.

With a start, Nate realized he’d been
sitting there reflecting for over a minute. “I’ll be right back,”
he said, and leaned down to take the reins to the white horse from
his friend.

“Let the animals drink
their fill,” Shakespeare advised. “They’ve earned it.” He stepped
up to the side of his horse and removed some jerked
meat.

“Save some for me,” Nate
said, and turned his mare so he could collect Winona’s animal and
the three pack horses. His wife had already taken a seat on a
nearby log and was busy running a hairbrush through her long
tresses. A porcupine’s tail had been used to construct the brush.
It had been sewn over a long stick, then the quills trimmed until
an inch and a half in length. To cover the seam, beadwork had been
applied, resulting in an attractive brush every bit as serviceable
as the most expensive variety found at the most fashionable
shops.

Winona smiled up at him.

Returning her loving gaze, Nate heard the
frontiersman cough loudly, and decided to attend to his task. He
headed for the river, five horses in tow, his heart filled to
overflowing with happiness. At that moment, there was nowhere else
in the world he would rather have been than right where he was. He
swung to the left to skirt a dense thicket, humming softly, and had
covered ten yards when nature again reminded him that he could not
afford to relax his vigilance for a second.

With a mighty growl, a grizzly lumbered from
the copse.


Chapter Two

Of all the wild creatures known
to exist in the vast tract extending from the Mississippi to the
West Coast, absolutely none were more feared than the grizzly bear.
Specimens over eight feet in length had been taken, and they were
known to weigh up to fifteen hundred pounds. The most unpredictable and
dangerous of all the bears, grizzlies were generally given a wide
berth by Indians and whites alike. When aroused, the ferocity of
the grizzly knew no bounds. They were incredibly strong and
powerfully built, and their mouths were filled with huge teeth
capable of crunching bone to splinters. And their wicked claws,
which could be over four inches in length, could split a man open
with a single swipe.

Nate halted, the nape of his
neck tingling, the breath caught in his throat. He recalled vividly
his previous encounter with a grizzly, at the Republican River,
when his left shoulder had been torn open and he’d been fortunate
to escape with his life. Dread seized him. He almost employed the
Hawken, but he knew the shot might only enrage the beast instead of
killing it. Reports were common of grizzlies being shot five, ten, even fifteen
times with no apparent effect.

The bear had stopped and
now stood
sniffing the air, not fifteen feet off.

Had the beast seen him? Nate wondered.
Surely, at such close range, it had. But there was no telling if
the bear could distinguish him from his horse. Grizzlies possessed
poor vision, which was more than compensated for by their superb
sense of smell. He hoped his human scent was disguised by the scent
of the six horses.

Grunting, the monster took several ponderous
steps forward, its broad head swinging from side to side.

Nate gripped the Hawken so tightly his
knuckles hurt. He could call out to Shakespeare for help, but both
his mentor and his wife were likely to come running and both would
be easy pickings for the bear since they were on foot.

The grizzly, an enormous male with a
brownish coat, the tips of the fine hairs tinged by the gray color
that gave the species its name, cocked its head and intently
regarded the intruders into its domain.

Please let it just go away! Nate prayed. He
kept his right thumb on the Hawken’s hammer, his right forefinger
on the trigger. If the beast charged he would use the rifle first,
then bring the pistols into play. When trying to kill grizzlies,
the only fairly certain method involved shooting them through the
brains. Unfortunately, such a shot wasn’t easy. For one thing,
there were two large muscles that covered both sides of the bear’s
forehead, tough muscles difficult for a ball to penetrate. For
another thing, the thickness of the cranial bone itself could
deflect most shots.

Unexpectedly, the bear started to turn.

A sigh of relief issued from Nate’s throat,
but it never reached his lips. The tales concerning grizzlies
included many in which the monsters would move off at meeting with
humans, as if they had no intention of attacking, and then suddenly
whirl and rush at their intended victims full-out.

Which was exactly what transpired.

The bear went only five yards before
spinning in a surprising display of agility and charging straight
at the mare.

It took all of
Nate’s
self-control not to flee pell-mell. He whipped the Hawken to his
shoulder, took aim at the center of the beast’s skull, and fired.
The booming of the rifle produced a small cloud of smoke, but not
enough to prevent Nate from seeing his ball smash into the bear
above its right eye.

The grizzly stumbled, its front legs
buckling, momentarily stunned.

Giving Nate the chance he needed. He wheeled
the mare and shouted, driving the other horses off, aware they
could hardly afford to lose one. Next to a good gun, the most
precious commodity a man possessed was his horse.

A tremendous snarl rent the air to his
rear.

Nate urged the mare into a gallop, looking
over his right shoulder as he did.

The bear was closing rapidly and would
overtake the mare within seconds.

Instantly
Nate’s left
hand streaked to the corresponding pistol and he drew the
flintlock, one of a matched set of smoothbore single-shot
.55-caliber weapons his Uncle Zeke had purchased for him back in
St. Louis. They had limited range, but close in, packed a hefty
wallop. He cocked the one in his hand, hastily pointed it at the
bear, and fired.

The ball took the bear in the left
nostril.

Nate kept riding, his eyes on the beast. He
jammed the used pistol under his belt and drew the second.

Slowed by the second hit, the bear
vigorously shook its head, spraying blood from its ruptured nose,
then faced straight ahead and bore down on its quarry again.

Only one shot left, Nate thought to himself,
and gulped as he envisioned those terrible claws tearing into his
flesh.

He swung his arm around, taking better aim
this time, and waited for the bear to get much closer.

Somewhere, someone was shouting.

The grizzly narrowed the gap swiftly.
Although they were not built for long-distance endurance running,
they could cover short distances faster than a horse.

Keep coming, you devil!

Nate smiled grimly and held his
arm as steady as he could under the circumstances. He tried to take
a bead on the bear’s right eye, but on a racing horse the feat was akin to
shooting a pea from a pod while swinging from a rope.

Almost within striking distance, the grizzly
opened its mouth wide, exposing its horrid teeth, elevating its
head ever so slightly and inadvertently offering a better view of
its eyes.

For a fraction of a second the
tip of the barrel and the bear’s right eye seemed to be in perfect alignment,
and Nate promptly squeezed the trigger.

The ball did the rest. Bursting
the right eyeball in a spray of crimson gore, it apparently bored
deep into the grizzly’s skull, because the very next second the beast
crashed to the ground, rolling end over end for a dozen yards
before coming to rest on its left side.

Elated, Nate faced forward, about to rein
up. In startled shock he realized he was heading straight for a
tree, and he hauled on the reins in an effort to turn the mare. A
stout limb seemed to leap out at him, catching him squarely across
the chest, and he felt his body leave the saddle and sail through
the air, his senses swimming. His shoulders hit first, sending
waves of agony pounding at his consciousness, and he slid for a few
feet, then lay still on his back.

Oh, Lord, it hurt!

“Nate!”

Nate dimly heard Shakespeare’s cry. He
struggled to remain awake, aware of a great pain in his ribs, feeling as
if the tree had fallen on top of him.

What if he was all busted up?

The nearest doctor was over a thousand miles
away. Serious wounds and injuries in the wilderness, which might
have been successfully treated in civilization, frequently proved
fatal. Many a trapper had been shot or mauled and succumbed to
infection instead of the wound itself. Indian remedies were highly
regarded by the old mountain men, but many involved the use of
herbs which very few whites knew how to obtain.

Nate tried to lift his head,
and sank down again when assailed by severe dizziness. He thought
of his family back in New York City, and wondered if they would
grieve when they heard the news. His mother would. But knowing his
stern father as well as he did, and knowing how his father could
hold a grudge for years, unrelenting and unrepentant, he doubted very much
tears would be shed by the King patriarch.

“Nate!”

This time the voice was
Winona’s.
His name had been the first English word she had
learned.

“Winona?” Nate croaked, wishing she could be spared the
sight of his caved-in chest. He blinked a few times, his vision
clearing, and saw her beautiful face appear above his. Her warm
fingers touched his cheeks and his neck. “Where’ s
Shakespeare?”

“Right
here,” came the immediate reply, and the frontiersman knelt next to
his friend. “How bad is it?”

“I
feel as if all my ribs are broken.”

“Let’s
have a look,” Shakespeare proposed, and began gingerly running his
rough hands over Nate’s chest.

“Is
the grizzly dead for certain?” Nate inquired weakly.

“As
dead as they come. That was some shooting.”

Nate grunted and winced.

“Two
grizzlies in two months. Not a bad record for a beginner. I know a
fellow by the name of Old Jake who bagged seven grizzlies in two
weeks once, but he was an experienced hunter,” Shakespeare related,
increasing the pressure of his hands.

“I
don’t care if I ever see another grizzly again.”

“You
will. This country is crawling with them. They won’t last long,
though, once the white man begins to push west of the Mississippi.
For that matter, neither will the buffaloes or the
Indians.”

Nate would have laughed if he
wasn’t in so
much anguish. “There must be hundreds of thousands of
buffalo.”

“Millions,” Shakespeare corrected him.

“Then
how can you say they’ll all be killed off? It’s
impossible.”

“Mark
my words. The forests in the Eastern states once teemed with deer
and elk, yet look at them now. There are very few elk left east of
Ohio, and the deer have been drastically reduced in numbers. Give
the white man a chance and he’ll do the same thing to the buffalo,”
Shakespeare said, and stopped probing with his fingers. “You can
stand up now.”

Nate blinked a few
times. “Stand? In my condition?’

“All
you have are a few bruised ribs. None of them appear to be
broken.”

Feeling supremely stupid, Nate raised his
head and looked down at himself. The pain was still exquisite, but
he felt relieved at discovering his chest to be intact.

“Congratulations,” Shakespeare said, grinning.

“For
what?”

“You’re the only man I know who can kill a grizzly and
almost kill himself all at the same time.”

“Thanks.” Nate rose onto his elbows and smiled at his wife.
She launched into a string of sentences in the Shoshone language,
speaking too swiftly for him to follow her train of thought. His
brow knit in perplexity.

The frontiersman
noticed. “She says she is happy to have a husband who kills
grizzlies so easily,” he translated, the corners of his mouth
crinkling. “Now she knows why you were named Grizzly Killer, and
she can’t wait to tell all the Shoshones about your
battle.”

“I
hope she leaves out the part about the tree,” Nate said
dryly.

Winona abruptly rose and
hastened toward the horses, which had stopped thirty feet away, whistling
happily.

“Where
is she going?” Nate inquired, sitting up slowly, a pang lancing his
right side.

“To
get her butcher knife. She’ll take care of skinning the bear for
us.”

“Why
bother with the bear when we’re so close to the rendezvous? Who
needs it?”

“We
do,” the frontiersman said, and gazed at the monster. “That coat is
prime, Nate, and will fetch a pretty penny. Bear meat is delicious
once you acquire the taste for it, and that one is packing several
hundred pounds on his big frame. We’ll smoke it and use some for
trade. Then there’s always the oil.”

“Oil?”

Shakespeare looked at the
younger man and snorted. “I keep forgetting how much you have to learn yet.
A person can get five to eight gallons of oil from a bear,
depending on the size of the animal and how much time you’re
willing to spend boiling it down.”

“In
New York City I could buy oil at the mercantile,” Nate
remarked.

“In
the big cities you can buy everything nowadays,” Shakespeare stated
bitterly. “City life is unnatural. A man tends to forget what life
is all about if all he has to do is walk into a store and plunk
down money for the necessities. That’s too easy. Life was meant to
be hard, meant to be a struggle from cradle to grave. Hardship
breeds character.” He stopped and took in the hills and mountains
with a sweeping gaze. “Out here you learn the truth. You learn that
only the strong survive. Nature has a way of weeding out the
weaklings, whether they be rabbits, deer, or men. Cities, on the
other hand, are breeding grounds for the weak. If a man wants
to be
a man, he has to
get away from the cities.”

“Is
that one of the reasons you won’t ever live in a city
again?”

The frontiersman nodded.
“I’ll be damned if
I’m going to trade my freedom for weakness.”

“I
never thought of it that way before,” Nate admitted.

“This
land can open your eyes to all sorts of things you never thought
about.”

“So
I’m learning.”

“Keep
learning, Nate. When you stop learning, you’re like a plant that
doesn’t get any more water. You wither inside and die.”

“I
think you missed your calling. You should have been a teacher or a
preacher.”

Shakespeare chuckled.
“To tell you the
truth, when I was about twelve or thirteen I did give serious
consideration to becoming a teacher.”

“What
stopped you?”

“I
knew I didn’t have the temperament for the job. I would probably
have walloped the first student who got way out of
line.”

“How
does a man know when he’s chosen the right life?” Nate mused aloud,
and then saw his friend suddenly glance up, past his shoulders,
clearly surprised by something. Thinking that the grizzly might
still be alive and had risen, he twisted and looked to his rear,
discovering the grizzly wasn’t the reason.

There were six Indians
twenty-five yards
away.


Chapter Three

Nate forgot all about his discomfort and
leaped to his feet, his hands automatically straying to his belt.
Only then did he remember that the pistol under his belt had been
discharged and his other pistol and the rifle had fallen to the
ground when the limb knocked him from the saddle.

Shakespeare also stood, his
Hawken in his left hand. “Don’t do anything foolish,” he
cautioned.

“Are
they Blackfeet?” Nate queried anxiously.

“If
they were, we’d already be dead.”

“Which
tribe do they belong to then?”

“The
Nez Percé.”

“Are
they friendly?”

“More
or less.”

Nate abruptly thought about
Winona. He looked over his left shoulder and saw her standing
still, twenty feet away, a knife in her right hand. He used sign
language to direct her not to move, then faced the Nez
Percés.

“Let
them come to us,” Shakespeare said. He smiled and made the sign for
“friend,” which consisted of holding his right hand at neck height,
palm outward, with his index and second fingers held straight up.
He then elevated his hand until the tips of his fingers were as
high as his head.

“Now
it’s up to them. If they should attack, I’ll hold them off while
you grab your guns and reload.”

“If
anything happens to me, don’t let them take Winona,” Nate said,
nervously fingering the empty flintlock. How long would it take for
him to learn his lesson? He already knew not to let a moment go by
without having a loaded gun at his side. The previous grizzly
attack had taught him the folly of spending even a minute unarmed.
Now he was caught in the open, his wife in danger, all because he’d
blown a slight rap from a tree limb all out of proportion. He
wanted to kick himself.

One of the Nez
Percés rode forward
cautiously. He was a tall Indian attired in buckskins, a bow in his
left hand and a full quiver on his back. His features were
composed, radiating confidence. He came to within eight feet and
stopped, then addressed them.

Nate listened intently, but the
tongue was unknown to him. He almost betrayed his surprise when
Shakespeare answered in the same language. His profound ignorance,
at times like this, filled him with frustration. There was so much
to learn! Hopefully, he’d live long enough to accomplish the
learning.

A smile beamed from the
Nez Percé
warrior’s chiseled visage. He stared at the dead grizzly and spoke
some more.

Shakespeare responded, using a few sign
words to embellish his meaning.

Nodding, the warrior turned his horse and
returned to the rest of the band. They began talking among
themselves.

“What
was that all about?” Nate asked.

“We
shared pleasantries. His name is Soaring Raven. I’ve heard of him.
He counted twenty coup before he even turned twenty. All his
enemies speak highly of him.”

“Is
that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Praise from an enemy counts more than praise from a friend,
Nate. When a friend gives you a compliment, nine times out of ten
they do it because they like you and half of what they say probably
isn’t even true. But an enemy isn’t about to build you up at his
expense. His words are sincere. When you’ve acquired a powerful
enemy who speaks highly of you, you’ll know you’ve made your mark
in the world.”

Nate shook his head.
“Sometimes your
logic escapes me.

“Anyway, about Soaring Raven. There are over two hundred Nez
Percé at the rendezvous. He was out hunting with friends when they
heard all the shooting and came to investigate. I accepted an
invitation to stop by his lodge in a few days and smoke with him.
He wants you to tag along.”

“Why
me?”

“Because you’re the great Grizzly Killer, the white man who
knows no fear, the man who has killed more grizzlies than most ten
men kill in a lifetime.”

“Now
you’re poking fun at me.”

“No.
That’s exactly what I told him.”

Amazed, Nate stared at the
Nez Percés.
“Why would you lie like that?”

“Who
says I lied? You are known as Grizzly Killer, thanks to White Eagle. And whites
east of the Mississippi rarely see a grizzly, let alone kill one. I
don’t think I stretched the truth at all.”

“But
now Soaring Raven will tell his friends, and they’ll spread the
word among their tribe. At the rate things are going, every Indian
in the Rockies will know me by that name.”

“Good.”

Nate glanced at the
frontiersman. “Why good?”

“Because I happen to agree with the Indian philosophy. A
name should have special meaning, should stand for the man or woman
who has it as a symbol of their true self. That’s the reason
Indians take so much care in selecting them. They want the name to
fit,” Shakespeare said, and chuckled. “For once old William S. was
wrong.”

“What
do you mean?”

“What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other
name would smell as sweet,” Shakespeare quoted, and
grinned.

“Let
me guess. Macbeth?”

“Romeo
and Juliet again. You really should borrow my book sometime.
Apparently your schooling left a lot to be desired.”

A retort was on the tip of
Nate’s
tongue, but the sudden drumming of hooves diverted his attention to
the departing Nez Percés, who were riding to the east.

“When
we go to visit Soaring Raven, be sure to bring along a small gift,”
Shakespeare remarked. “Indians like to give and receive gifts. To
them, to the honest ones anyway, gift-giving seals a bond of
friendship.”

“Like
smoking a pipe?”

The frontiersman nodded.
“But smoking is
considered more important.”

Nate turned and saw Winona
still standing exactly where he’d told her to stay, and he motioned for
her to advance. “I’ll help Winona skin the bear.”

“No,
you won’t. You’ll stretch out by the fire I’m about to start and
rest.”

“I
don’t need rest. You told me all I have are a few bruised
ribs.”

“Which
will feel a lot better tomorrow when we ride to the rendezvous if
you take it easy today.”

“Tomorrow?” Nate repeated, disheartened at the news. “Why
not today?”

“We’ll
need a few hours to skin the grizzly and even longer to boil the
hide for the oil. It’ll be almost dark by then. So we might as well
make camp and ride to the site first thing in the
morning.”

“If
you say so,” Nate said sullenly.

“And
this way the news about you killing the bear will have time to
spread around the rendezvous,” Shakespeare added.

“Why
are you so determined to build me up as a mighty bear killer, when
we both know I’m not?”

“The
bears don’t matter. I’d build you up as a panther killer if you’d
killed a big cat instead. The important thing is that every man at
the rendezvous knows about you. You’ll have their
respect.”

“I’d
rather get it honestly.”

“This
is honestly. Or as honest as the circumstances allow. Believe me,
Nate. If they label you as green, they can make your life a living
hell. I’m trying to spare you from embarrassment, or worse.
Trappers live a rough life and they play even harder. For eleven
months of the year they break their backs trying to catch beaver,
always on the lookout for Indians and wild beasts. Then comes the
month or so in the summer when they can sit back and relax, but the
truth of the matter is that they don’t know how to relax, how to
sit still and do nothing. So they gamble and womanize and go wild.
Most of them are almost as broke when the rendezvous is over as
they were when they got there.” Shakespeare stopped and smiled.
“You’re in for a real treat.”

“I
suppose,” Nate said uncertainly.

Winona joined them, leading the horses.
She used sign language to inquire about Nate’s
condition.

The frontiersman answered in Shoshone.

Nate understood almost all the words. He
nearly objected when Shakespeare suggested to Winona that she must
make him rest at all costs.

Nodding her agreement, Winona hastened to
the dead grizzly.

“Between the two of you, it’s worse than living at home with
my parents,” Nate groused.

“Shouldn’t you be doing something besides complaining?”
Shakespeare asked.

“I
don’t feel like resting.”

“How
do you feel about loading your guns?”

“Almost forgot,” Nate muttered, and plucked the empty pistol
from his belt. He glanced around, searching the grass and weeds for
his other weapons. The Hawken lay directly under the limb he’d
hit.

“I’ll
tend to the horses,” Shakespeare said, walking off.

Nate stepped to his rifle and inspected it
for damage, relieved at not finding so much as a scratch. Pivoting,
he scoured the ground for the second pistol. He recalled holding
the gun at the moment of impact, so the flintlock could have sailed
over ten feet in any direction.

Just wonderful.

Before continuing the search, Nate reloaded
the two guns he had. First came the rifle. He rested the butt on
the ground, poured out the proper amount of black powder from his
powder horn and fed the grains down the barrel, then wrapped a ball
from his bullet pouch in a patch and inserted both into the end of
the muzzle. Using the ramrod, he shoved both all the way down,
gazing at his wife and friend as he finished.

On her knees beside the enormous bear,
Winona industriously worked her knife under the hide, peeling it
off carefully.

Shakespeare, mounted on his white horse,
rode toward the Bear River with the rest of the animals in tow.

The Nez Percés were nowhere in
sight.

Nate leaned the Hawken against
the tree trunk and hastily reloaded his one pistol. With the gun
wedged under his belt once more, he reclaimed the rifle and walked
in ever-widening circles out from the limb. A minute passed, and he
began to wonder if he would ever see the second piece again. A
glint of metal drew him to a patch of weeds to his right. There it
was, covered except for the hammer. He leaned down, his fingers
closing on the barrel, listening to the sounds of the forest, the chirping
of the birds and the chittering of squirrels, as the animals found
their voices again after falling silent when the guns had blasted.
Straightening, he reloaded the second pistol and placed it near its
twin.

Now he was ready for anything.

Except another grizzly.

Chuckling, Nate walked toward
his wife, intending to assist her in skinning the bear despite
Shakespeare’s objections. He took only four paces, however, when a
strange event occurred.

The forest fell silent again, completely,
eerily silent.

Perplexed by the unusual occurrence, and
knowing from experience that the wildlife never became quiet
without a good reason, Nate halted and rotated, scanning the trees.
Were the creatures still jittery over the gunfire or was there
another cause? The presence of a large predator might account for
the hush.

So would the presence of hostile Indians
creeping through the woods.

Nate nervously fingered the
Hawken’s
trigger. He looked at Winona and saw her surveying the surrounding
terrain too.

Shakespeare was almost a hundred yards away,
making for the water, oblivious to the situation.

An unusual sensation beset
Nate, a peculiar feeling that unfriendly eyes were gazing upon him.
He probed the shadows, alert for movement, but not so much as a
butterfly stirred. Could the Nez Percés have returned? he wondered, and
immediately dismissed the notion as nonsense. Soaring Raven had
been friendly. The Nez Percés were long gone by now.

Then what was out there?

Nate casually drifted in the
direction of his wife. If they were attacked, he wanted to be able
to give her protection. An idea struck him, a possibility that
worried him greatly. What if the bear hadn’t been alone?

Sometimes, not often but sometimes,
grizzlies traveled in pairs. Usually a mother would let a cub stick
by her side for a year or so, or until she was ready to give birth
again. Then she would drive the youngster off. And more rarely two
males would pair together.

Nate held the Hawken at waist height, ready
to fire at the first sign of danger. He noticed his wife had stood,
telltale anxiety etched in her face.

A second later, as abruptly as it had
descended, the silence was broken by the cry of a jay. More birds
contributed their distinctive calls, and in short order the forest
returned to normal.

But there had been
something
out there. Nate
just knew it. He relaxed a little and forced an unconcerned smile
as he neared the woman he loved more than life itself. “Want help?”
he inquired in his imperfect Shoshone.

“No,”
Winona answered. “You must rest.”

Nate resorted to sign, telling her he felt
fit and disliked being treated like a child.

Undaunted, Winona then let him
know that if he so much as touched the grizzly,
she’d yell
for Shakespeare. “You must rest,” she stressed, and returned to her
task.

Nate signed
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