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Iron Warrior

Back in the days when a man’s worth was
judged by his courage, the rugged pioneers in the Rocky Mountains
were among the bravest. Settlers like Nathaniel King fought from
day to day, never knowing when warring Indians or cutthroat
renegades would attack. One new enemy could cause them untold pain;
one small mistake could bring them excruciating death. And when
Nate faced a foe bullets would not kill, his rifle couldn’t save
him. If his cunning failed, King would end up as nothing more than
another notch in his seemingly invincible adversary’s belt.

Wolf Pack

Before the yoke of civilization had tamed the
land, a man had to fight for his life in the Rocky Mountains. If
hostile Indians weren’t hunting for his scalp, ferocious grizzlies
or man-eating mountain lions were after his flesh. And if the
summer heat wasn’t boiling his blood, the winter cold was freezing
it. So Nathaniel King and other settlers were forever on the
lookout for possible dangers, and they were always ready to match
death with death. But when a marauding band of killers and thieves
kidnapped his wife and children, Nate had finally run into enemies
who pushed his skill and cunning to the limit. And it would only
take one wrong move for him to lose his family–and his only reason
for living.
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Author’s
Note


Transcribing the King journals is a challenge at times. The archaic
spellings and grammar are easy enough to change, but his frequent
use of Indian terms and names poses a translation problem.

Consulting the tribes in question doesn’t
always help because King spelled phonetically, and it is sometimes
hard to determine exactly how he meant a particular name to be
pronounced. Then too, some of the names have to be shortened for
convenience’s sake. (Examples: Daunts Him by Blows to the Face, or
Paints His Ears and Nose Red.)

I mention this because of one of the
individuals who plays a prominent part in this excerpt. His Crow
name, as recorded by Nate King, translates roughly as He Who Can
Not Be Killed in Any Way, which I have taken the liberty of
shortening to the Invincible One.

I hope historical purists will forgive
me.


Prologue

 It
was in the autumn of 1836 that Jacob Pierce became invincible.

Pierce had no inkling of the bizarre twist
of fate that lay in store for him on that fine fall day. At first
light he started a fire so he could partake of his morning coffee,
one of the few luxuries he allowed himself. He donned his
low-crowned wool hat, wedged a flintlock pistol under his wide
leather belt, and strolled to the nearby stream to fill his
coffeepot.

Although the sun had yet to blaze the
eastern sky with golden glory, the magnificent Rocky Mountains were
already astir with a myriad of life. Sparrows, jays, and ravens
warbled and cawed in raucous chorus. Chipmunks were out, scampering
madly abroad with their tails twitching. In a clearing by the
stream grazed several elk that looked up as Pierce approached, then
promptly melted into the dense underbrush.

Jacob Pierce was in high spirits, as well he
should be considering he had caught many more beaver than he had at
the same time the year before. If they continued to be so plentiful
until winter made trapping impossible, he stood to earn upwards of
two thousand dollars at the next Rendezvous, more than he had ever
earned at one time before. After he outfitted himself with
provisions, he’d have about fifteen hundred dollars left. A very
tidy sum indeed to add to his already large poke.

Unknown to anyone except Pierce, he had
already saved close to three thousand dollars. It was his personal
hoard, his treasure, as it were, which he valued more highly than
life itself. It was his means of overcoming the poverty that had
molded his youth back in New York, his way of escaping the humdrum
existence his adult life had become before he left civilization for
the frontier.

Another few years and Pierce would have
enough to go back to the States and live in grand style. A
fifty-acre estate, a fancy carriage, a beautiful, elegant
woman—they would all be his. Of such lofty designs had his dreams
been composed for the better part of four years, and often at night
he would toss and turn in restless anticipation of the good life
awaiting him once he traded in his buckskins for city clothes.

At least once a day Pierce took his poke
from its hiding place, poured the money into his lap, and counted
it, fondling it as he might a lover. The money was all that
mattered to him. It was the sole reason he’d ventured into the
Rockies, the sole reason he tolerated the dangers and hardships.
Few other jobs in that day and age paid as well. Common laborers
earned less than a dollar a day. Masons, carpenters, and the like
only earned a dollar and a half daily. A trapper, though, earned
three to four times as much. Lucky trappers even more. And so far
he had been one of the luckiest.

Little did Jacob Pierce realize that his
luck was about to change drastically. He sank to one knee on the
bank of the stream and lowered his coffeepot into the icy water.
There was rustling in the brush on the other side. Pierce figured
the elk were to blame, and paid little attention until he heard a
low cough.

Stiffening, Pierce glanced up. Deep in the
trees, figures moved. He counted two, possibly three Indians, and
dropped flat on his stomach. Rather than lift the coffeepot and
have the splash inside be heard, he let go and scooted backwards
until he was well hidden. Parting thin branches, he saw five
warriors strung out in single file, moving parallel to the
waterway. As yet there wasn’t enough light in the forest to
distinguish details, so he had no idea whether they were hostiles
or not.

Pierce flattered himself that he knew all
there was to know about heathen redskins. In his opinion they were
all just so much worthless trash, to be disposed of or avoided as
the occasion demanded. He looked down his nose on the whole lot of
them. Unlike many of his fellow trappers, he shunned even the
friendly tribes and had never taken an Indian woman for a wife.
Some trappers thought he was peculiar in that regard. They simply
didn’t understand that the only love in his life always had been
and always would be money.

The warriors continued on to the southeast.
Pierce stayed where he was until they were long gone, then he
hurriedly crept to his lean-to and began gathering his belongings.
Where there were five Indians, there were often twenty more, and he
had no inclination to stay around and risk facing a large war
party.

The possibles bag went over Pierce’s arm and
across his chest, as did his powder horn and ammo pouch. He
squatted and pulled the unlit ends of burning brands from the fire,
then poked the burning ends on the ground until the flames went
out. Thin tendrils of smoke wafted sluggishly skyward, dispersing
before they rose higher than the tree under which he had wisely
situated his camp.

As a matter of course, Pierce always kept
his bundled plews near his pack animals. He loaded them swiftly,
saddled his mount, and claimed his poke. His blankets rolled up
easily and were tied on behind his saddle. Ever watchful, he
gathered the rest of his things, making as little noise as he
could.

Pierce was all set to climb on when he
remembered to take his special precaution. His first winter in the
high country, an old-timer, who had spent more years in the
mountains than most, had given him advice on how to live to the
same ripe old age. At the time Pierce had thought the suggestion
ridiculous, but later, after a skirmish with the Bloods in which
his trapping partner at the time had been shot in the gut and died
a horrible, lingering death, Pierce had decided to heed the old
man’s words and do what was necessary to render himself “damned
near invincible,” as the mountain man had put it.

As yet, Pierce had not had to test his
“precaution,” nor, if the truth be told, did he want to. He was a
trapper, not a fighter, a man devoted to wealth, not to warfare. He
would rather avoid war parties than clash with them. And so far he
had been remarkably successful in doing just that. Until today.

Pierce took the lead rope to his pack
animals in hand and slowly headed northward. He stayed away from
open spaces and stopped frequently to listen, troubled by the fact
the birds and animals had fallen silent.

From the small valley where he had camped,
Pierce made his way steadily higher until he came to the crest of a
ridge. From here he enjoyed a bird’s-eye view of the surrounding
countryside. The sun had risen, bathing the stark peaks and pine
forests in brilliant sunshine. He could see black-tailed deer on a
mountain slope across the way. He saw a lone bald eagle soaring on
outstretched wings. And he spotted the five warriors far down the
stream.

Pierce relaxed a little. The Indians clearly
had no notion he was anywhere in the vicinity. He decided to wait
until they were out of sight, then return and retrieve his traps.
The stream was about played out anyway, he reflected, so he might
as well go on into the next valley and begin anew. Another valley,
another fifty plews. That was how Pierce viewed it. A typical
valley yielded that many, only a half dozen of which were
kittens.

Opening his tobacco pouch, Pierce filled the
bowl of his pipe. Presently he was puffing contentedly, his left
leg curled on top of his saddle, his rifle across his thighs. He
congratulated himself on outwitting the heathens, and grinned at
the thought of the story he would tell at the Rendezvous. With
proper embellishment, he could turn the incident into a
hair-raising tale that would tingle the hackles of every greenhorn
in attendance.

Pierce chuckled at the idea, but the chuckle
died in his throat when he happened to glance to his left and set
eyes on a large party of warriors on the next ridge over. There had
to be twenty or more, and every last one of them was staring
straight at him.

Unbridled fear rippled down Pierce s spine.
He was petrified, certain the time had come for him to meet his
Maker. He noted five riderless horses with the band, and guessed
that the five warriors he’d seen earlier were scouts sent ahead to
search for enemy villages.

As yet the Indians hadn’t moved. Pierce
casually upended his pipe and stuck it, still hot, in a pocket. He
lowered his leg, gripped the reins, and turned his bay to go down
the opposite slope. No sooner did he do so than unholy howls
erupted from the throats of the savages and most applied their
quirts to their mounts.

“Oh, God!” Pierce cried, jabbing his heels
into the bay. The dependable animal sensed the extremity of the
moment and broke into a trot. To his mind, unbidden, came all the
stories he had ever heard about the many and varied atrocities
committed by the Blackfeet and other tribes. He imagined himself
being skinned alive, or having his eyes gouged out, or being shot
so full of arrows he’d resemble a porcupine, and he wished he had
wings, like that eagle, so he could fly to safety.

At the bottom Pierce turned to the left,
sticking to open country now to make better time. He glanced back
repeatedly, hoping against hope the Indians would let him escape.
When the fleetest appeared on the ridge he had just vacated, he
uttered an inarticulate cry and goaded the bay to go faster.

The Indians rapidly gained. Pierce was being
held back by the pack animals. Burdened as they were, they couldn’t
run fast for any length of time. Either he stubbornly tried to keep
possession of his furs, and lost his life, or he released the lead
rope and lived to trap another day.

The first pack animal slowed the instant
Pierce’s fingers slipped off the rope. He bent low, prodding the
bay with his rifle. The Indians whooped with bloodthirsty glee,
some veering to claim the packhorses while others, those more
interested in counting coup, veered toward him.

Pierce gulped and rode for his life. He had
great confidence in the bay. It was a good-gaited horse with more
stamina than most. Barring a mishap, he just might make it.

The land became rockier, more open. Pierce
saw a canyon ahead and debated whether to swing around or go on
through. Since doing the former would allow the foremost warriors
to cut the gap even more, he clattered into the canyon, dirt and
stones flying from under the bay s hooves.

Jacob Pierce anxiously scanned the high
walls for a trail to the top. By getting above the Indians, he
reasoned he might be able to hold them at bay by rolling boulders
down on their heads. But the walls were too sheer. He went over a
quarter of a mile and swept around a bend.

A solid rock wall reared before him. It was
sixty feet high if it was an inch, and no man living could scale
it, let alone a horse. Pierce reined up and looked around in
frantic desperation. He was trapped! His stomach knotted and he
felt lightheaded.

The war whoops of the onrushing warriors
echoed loudly. Pierce wheeled the bay and raced to the bend, then
drew rein sharply again. The wily savages had fanned out across the
canyon floor and were closing in on him in a ragged line. They
stopped when he appeared, and one said something that made the
others smile and laugh.

Pierce was certain he would die. He faced
the reality all must eventually face, and inwardly he struggled
with himself to decide the disposition of his soul. Would he die a
craven coward, cringing from their onslaught? Or would he fight to
the last, knowing no one would ever know how bravely he met his
end, knowing there was no one in the States to mourn his passing?
He glanced at a parfleche hanging from his saddle, the parfleche
containing his prized wealth, and he made his decision. “I’ll be
damned if the bastards will take my money without a fight!” he
declared aloud.

One of the warriors suddenly yipped and
charged, notching a shaft to a sinew bowstring.

Pierce raised his rifle. He’d expected them
to swarm over him, not to challenge him one by one. Taking a
careful bead, he waited until the warrior was well within range and
fired. At the same time, the warrior loosed his shaft. Pierce was
only able to glimpse the Indian catapulting backward because he was
struck a jarring blow squarely in the center of the chest and
catapulted rearward himself.

He hit the ground brutally hard. Jarred to
his core, dazed, Pierce blinked and sucked in air. So that was it,
he mused. One measly shot was all he got off! He looked down at
himself, dreading the sight of the arrow jutting from his body.
Only it wasn’t there. He blinked, then spotted the shattered shaft
near the bay.

Shaking his head in disbelief, Pierce shoved
unsteadily to his feet. The old mountain man’s idea had worked
better than he’d dared hoped it would. He looked at the warriors,
whose amazement matched his own, then at the brave he had shot,
lying dead in a spreading pool of blood.

Pierce saw his rifle and went to pick it up.
He was denied the chance, as two warriors abruptly roared in rage
and sped forward to avenge their companion. Straightening, Pierce
jerked out the two flintlocks at his waist. He never had been much
of a pistol shot, so he was forced to permit the Indians to draw
much closer than he liked in order to be sure of dropping them.

The one in the lead held a lance, the second
a fusee. Pierce put a ball through the forehead of the first man
and shifted to shoot the other one. He was a hair too slow. The
fusee blasted, spewing smoke and lead, and Pierce was hit full in
the sternum. The impact bowled him over, and he lay in the dirt,
stunned. He heard the drum of hooves, heard the war horse stop and
footsteps approach. His senses sharpened as his hair was gripped by
iron fingers and his head was yanked upward. Above him gleamed a
scalping knife.

With a quick twist, Pierce thrust his pistol
into the warrior s ribs and squeezed the trigger. The man
staggered, clutched himself, gaped in astonishment at Pierce, and
died on his feet.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, Pierce
stood. He touched his chest, thinking his fingers would be coated
with blood, but there was none. His special charm had worked again.
He was bruised but not mortally stricken. Yet.

Venting strident yells, the war party
swooped toward him in a body.

Jacob Pierce calmly drew his Green River
knife and prepared to make them pay dearly for the right to claim
his hoard.


Chapter One

 Several years
passed. The beaver population in the valley multiplied until there
were nearly as many as there had been before the coming of the
white man. The other wildlife likewise thrived. To an outsider, the
valley appeared serene, inviting, yet another pocket paradise in
the vast expanse of the rugged Rockies.

Into this paradise rode three new trappers.
Like Jacob Pierce, they were attired in buckskins. Each wore a
possibles bag, powder horn, and ammo pouch slung across his chest.
Each wore knee-high moccasins. Two of them wore hats made from
beaver fur, the third a blue wool cap.

In the lead rode the oldest, a white-haired
veteran of decades in the mountains, his flowing beard lashed by
the strong gusts of wind blowing from the northwest. His eyes were
sea-blue, his skin as bronzed and weathered as the skin of an
Indian.

Next in line came a strapping young
mountaineer whose striking green eyes swept the terrain with bold
confidence. A pair of matching pistols were tucked under his belt.
On his left hip nestled a keen butcher knife, on his right a
tomahawk. Tied to the back of his long black hair was a single
eagle feather, slanting out from under the bottom of his hat. With
his broad shoulders and muscular frame, he was the perfect picture
of masculine vitality, as elemental in his own way as a mountain
lion or a grizzly bear.

Third in line rode the youngest of all, a
man whose beard was more fuzz than hair. He cast nervous glances
right and left and started at the loud cries of birds and beasts.
Often he licked his lips and looked at his partners as if for
reassurance that all was well. His brown hair was the shortest of
the three and brushed so that it exposed his ears instead of
covering them as was the case with the other two.

The trio descended to the gurgling stream
and sat scouring its length in both directions. The black-haired
young giant nodded, then remarked to the older man, “I’d say it’s
worth trapping. How about you, Shakespeare?”

“This coon has to agree, Horatio,”
Shakespeare McNair said. “See those lodges down yonder? And up
there a ways? A few weeks here would prove right profitable.”

The third member of their party coughed to
clear his throat. “Pardon me for asking, McNair, but why the
dickens do you call him Horatio half the time when you know as well
as I do that his real name is Nate King?”

“His memory is failing,” Nate answered
before Shakespeare could reply. “Why, sometimes he looks at his own
reflection and doesn’t know who in the world it is.”

“Ha!” declared McNair, and then quoted from
the writings of the English bard whose name he now bore as his own.
“Swounds, I should take it! For it cannot be but I am
pigeon-livered and lack gall to make oppression bitter, or ere this
I should have fatted all the region kites with this slave’s
offal!”

The youngest trapper looked at Nate King.
“What did he just say?”

Nate chuckled. “It was his way of putting me
in my place.” He saw lingering confusion in the other’s eyes, and
had to remind himself that Tim Curry was a greenhorn, new to the
mountains and new to them. Curry had not yet learned of McNair s
passion for William Shakespeare, a passion legendary among the
trapping fraternity. “If you’re going to stick with us, you’ll have
to get used to McNair rambling on the way he does. Every chance he
gets, he quotes from that big book he lugs all over creation.”

“Big book?” Curry repeated.

Shakespeare twisted and gave a parfleche a
resounding whack. “The complete works of old William S.,” he said.
“The best investment I’ve ever made. If you want, I’ll read you one
of his plays after supper.”

Nate leaned toward Curry. “Try not to
encourage the old rascal or you’ll never get a moment’s peace.” He
turned his stallion up the stream. “Now let’s find a spot to camp
for the night.”

The sun hung low in the western sky. Already
the shadows had lengthened on the valley floor and the temperature
had dropped a few degrees. Nate trotted briskly along, eager to
rest after a hard day’s travel. He glanced back at Curry and hoped
they wouldn’t regret allowing the newcomer to tag along with
them.

Greenhorns were dangerous, not only to
themselves but to those they worked with. Their ignorance made them
prone to mistakes, and mistakes in the wilderness often proved
deadly. A man might make too much noise or build a fire too big and
draw a war party down on his head, or he might not pay as much
attention as he should and blunder onto a grizzly or a panther.
There were a thousand things greenhorns could do wrong, and did, as
the bleached bones of far too many testified.

Nate well knew the difficulties greenhorns
faced. He’d been one himself once. But thanks to the patient
teaching of his mentor, McNair, he had gone on to become one of the
most skilled trappers around. Few men caught as many beaver in a
single season as he routinely snared. Few men had tangled with as
many hostiles and beasts and lived to tell of the clashes.

Nate was one of the best at what he did, and
now he had a chance to help someone else as he had once been
helped. Which was why he had offered Curry the opportunity to join
them when they encountered the younger man several days ago near
Clark’s Fork of the Yellowstone River. Since then he had learned
enough about Curry to know the youth wouldn’t last long alone.

Timothy Curry was from Maine, the son of a
blacksmith. He had chafed at the idea of following in his father’s
footsteps, instead craving adventure and excitement. So when he’d
read The Trappers Guide, a manual put out by a firm that
made traps, he knew he’d found the ideal career for him. The life
of a trapper, boasted the manual, was for men “looking out for
pleasant work and ways of making money.” The manual had gone on to
portray the profession in the same glowing terms as it might the
life of European royalty, complete with drawings that were supposed
to represent how real trappers lived, but were more in keeping with
a boar hunt by an English earl.

Young Tim Curry had blithely accepted the
distortions as the real article. Taking all his savings, he had
headed west without delay despite the loving protests of his
parents. In St. Louis he had outfitted himself according to the
advice of a trapper in from the mountains to “guzzle at the trough
of polite society.” Then, in keeping with his reckless audacity,
Tim had ventured beyond the mighty Mississippi into the depths of
the unknown.

Miraculously, Tim had crossed the plains
without being discovered by the Pawnees, Sioux, or Cheyenne. His
luck had held as he ascended into the Rockies, pushing high into
the remote regions where beaver were most abundant. And it was
there Nate King and Shakespeare McNair had found him after spying
his oversized campfire from miles off.

Just thinking about the youth’s good fortune
was enough to make Nate shake his head in wonder. Most men would
have perished long since. He’d once heard a seasoned mountaineer,
as the trappers like to call themselves, calculate that well over a
hundred trappers began each new season, and less than twenty were
alive one year later. Death was a daily prospect for the men who
chased beaver, and only the hardiest survived.

The sight of a clearing brought Nate’s
reverie to an end. He reined up, and was about to swing down when
he saw a crude lean-to under a lofty pine on the north side.
Firming his grip on his heavy Hawken, he rode over to
investigate.

Right away it became apparent the lean-to
was old. Pine needles and dust coated the back and one of the
supports was cracked almost clean through.

Nate dismounted and checked for tracks, but
time and the elements had long since erased any. He turned as the
others climbed down. “Looks like someone else passed this way a few
years ago.”

Tim Curry walked over. “Injuns, you figure?”
he asked.

“No, white men. Or more likely just
one.”

“How can you tell?”

“Indians prefer conical forts,” Nate
explained, “the same shape as their lodges.”

“Oh. I didn’t know. I’ve never seen a
lodge.”

Shakespeare was beginning to strip off his
saddle. “You will, son. Once the cold weather sets in, we’ll go
visit the Shoshones. After months of sleeping under the stars,
you’ll swear their lodges are more comfortable than the finest
mansions.”

“Are they friendly?”

It was Nate who answered. “The friendliest
tribe there is. I should know. I’m married to the most beautiful
Shoshone of all.”

“You took a squaw as your wife?” Tim blurted
out in surprise, and barely were the words out of his mouth before
Nate towered above him, those green eyes smoldering like molten
jewels.

“Since you’re new to the mountains, I’ll let
your remark go. This time. But keep in mind that some of us don’t
like to have our wives called that. Only those who think of Indian
woman as being little better than dogs call them squaws.”

“I’m sorry,” Tim said sincerely. “I didn’t
know. Please believe me when I say I didn’t mean any insult.” To
hide his embarrassment, he turned away and worked at removing his
saddle and unloading his supplies from his packhorses.

Tim was more upset than he let on, and not
just because of his blunder. It was becoming more and more apparent
as time went on that he had a lot more to learn about life in the
mountains than he had gleaned from the manual. A trapper’s life
wasn’t the life of ease he had envisioned. Several times during his
arduous trek across the prairie he had nearly perished from lack of
water and food. The sun had burned him brown. The wind had chafed
his skin. Frequently the packhorses gave him trouble. It had been a
constant struggle to keep things on an even keel ever since leaving
St. Louis, and from what he had learned from his new friends, the
worst was yet to come.

Many times Tim had doubted the wisdom of
continuing on, yet always he had, goaded more by pride than
determination. He had boasted to his family and friends that he
would return to Maine a well-to-do man, and he’d be damned if was
going to crawl on back in defeat, penniless. His father would shake
his head in that way fathers had, and his friends would mock his
foolhardy scheme.

Tim hadn’t said anything to King or McNair,
but he’d tried laying out traps several times before meeting them,
without success. On finding streams rife with beaver, he’d lowered
his steel Newhouses into the water with every hope of coming back
the next morning to find each contained a dead animal, only to haul
them in empty. It was as if the beaver knew the traps were
dangerous and avoided them like the plague. Yet the manual claimed
beaver would fall all over themselves in their eagerness to be
first to step into the jaws. He’d realized he was doing something
wrong but had no idea what.

Just when it seemed certain Tim would have
to give up, along had come the two more experienced men. How
overjoyed he had been to have other souls to talk to! He’d
gratefully jumped at their offer to join them, and so far had found
them marvelous company. The old man, McNair, was a bit strange, and
at times King could be downright moody, but overall it was better
than being alone. The last thing he wanted to do was offend them
and have them tell him to go his own way.

Tim glanced at Shakespeare and was given a
reassuring smile. Nate King was leading his horses toward the
stream, so Tim said quietly, “I really didn’t want to upset him.
Will he hold it against me?”

“Horatio isn’t the kind to hold a grudge for
more than a month or two. Don’t fret yourself.”

“A month!” Tim declared.

“I was only joshing you, son,” Shakespeare
said, holding in an urge to laugh. “It helps to make the time go
faster if a man has a sense of humor.” He toted his saddle under
the pine tree and set it down next to the lean-to.

“Easy for you to say,” Tim responded.
“You’ve grown accustomed to this sort of life. You must know all
there is to know about trapping and Injuns and such.”

“I wish I did.” Shakespeare sighed, then
gazed wistfully skyward. “There are more things in heaven and earth
than are dreamt of in our philosophy.”

“More William S., as you call him?”

“Sort of.” Shakespeare walked to his horses
to gather up the reins and the lead rope. “There isn’t a man alive
who knows all there is to know about anything. Some like to flatter
themselves they do, and they let their heads swell as big as the
hind ends of buffaloes. But what comes out of their mouths is the
same hot air you hear coming out of buffaloes when they’ve eaten
too much sweet grass.”

Curry mustered a smile. “You sure do have a
way with words.”

“There’s more,” Shakespeare said. “It seems
to me that the surest way for a man to keep from putting his foot
in his mouth is to keep his mouth closed except when he has
something important to say.” He put his hand on Curry’s shoulder.
“I don’t often give advice unless it’s asked for, but in your case
I’ll make an exception. I’ll teach you the three words told to me
by the old French-Canadian who took me under his wing for a spell
when I first came to this neck of the country, words that have
served me well ever since and helped me to avoid making more
mistakes than I did.” He paused for effect. “Look. Listen.
Learn.”

“That’s it?” Tim said, somewhat disappointed
the advice hadn’t been a trifle more profound.

Shakespeare nodded.

“Why, any child can do as much.”

“I beg to differ. Children seldom look
before they leap, they talk when they should be listening, and they
only want to learn when it suits them. Do better than they would
and you’ll do better in these mountains.” Shakespeare made for the
stream, wishing there was more he could say, some magical
combination of words that would impart his stockpile of wisdom to
the novice. Unfortunately, though, wisdom was a lot like money. It
had to be earned, and commonly the only way to earn it was the hard
way.

Nate King stood by his horses, scanning the
valley while they drank. He heard Shakespeare coming and shifted.
“Sorry I got so testy with him. I just hate to have anyone insult
Winona.”

“There’s a lot to be said for a man who will
stick up for his wife,” Shakespeare commented. “Of course, there’s
a lot more to be said for a man who knows when she really has been
insulted and when she hasn’t.” He positioned his animals along the
bank and sank to one knee to take a sip himself.

“Ever worked this stream before?” Nate
inquired, with good reason. McNair was more familiar with the
mountains than any man alive, white or red. Sometimes it seemed to
Nate as if his mentor knew every square inch of the Rockies from
Canada to Mexico. Not even the redoubtable Jim Bridger knew them as
well.

“Can’t say as I have,” Shakespeare said.
“Near as I can tell, we’re in country no tribe claims as its own.
We’ve got the Utes to the south of us and the Crows to the north,
but the only time they go through this area is when they’re raiding
one another.”

“We’ll have to keep our eyes peeled,” Nate
said. “I don’t care to meet with either.”

The Utes were a warlike tribe, nearly as
feared as the Blackfeet, who had a long-standing policy of driving
all trappers from their domain. The Crows weren’t so openly
hostile, but they had been known to steal from trapping parties on
occasion, and had killed a few whites foolish enough to enter their
territory alone.

“It’s not us I’m worried about,” Shakespeare
said, gazing at the greenhorn. “We’ll have to keep him on a short
tether or he’s liable to cost all of us our hair.”

“There’s an easy solution.”

“Impress me.”

“One of us must be with him at all times. He
can’t do much harm if we’re always looking over his shoulder.”

Shakespeare grinned. “Now why didn’t I think
of that?” He pointed at the water, at his reflection, and quoted,
“A fool, a fool! I met a fool in the forest! A motley fool, a
miserable world. As I do live by food, I met a fool.” His mouth
curved upward. “See, Horatio? You claimed I wouldn’t know me when I
saw me. But if that’s not me, there is someone walking around who
deserves to be.”

“Your brain is addled,” Nate observed. “One
of these days someone is going to hear you babble on so and give
you a sound knock on the noggin to set your mind right again.”

“Though this be madness, yet is there method
in it,” Shakespeare countered somberly.

Nate knew better than to joust with words
with McNair. He stretched to relieve a kink in his lower back, then
suddenly went rigid on seeing movement high on a mountain to the
west. He looked closely and saw a huge brown shape plowing through
a bramble patch. Thankfully, the monster was going up the slope,
not coming down. “Damn,” he muttered.

Shakespeare looked, and frowned. “We’ll have
to keep the horses close at night and never leave them untended
during the day. A grizzly that size could kill half the string
before we bring it down. They’re awful hard to die.”

“As I well know,” Nate responded. It had
been his misfortune to tangle with the fierce brutes on more
occasions than he cared to recollect, and each time he’d had a
closer shave than the time before. Not for nothing had he been
given the name Grizzly Killer by the Cheyennes. If he wasn’t
almighty careful, sooner or later one of the beasts was going to
rip him open from neck to groin. The thought sent a shiver down his
spine, as if he had just had a premonition of his final fate.

Timothy Curry picked that moment to join
them. “What are you both looking so grim about?” he asked.

“Grizz,” Shakespeare said, nodding at the
mountain. The gigantic predator had vanished into an aspen
grove.

“Grizz?” Tim said, puzzled.

“As in bear,” Shakespeare clarified.

“As in the scourge of the mountains,” Nate
amended. “Next to hostiles, they’re the one thing we have to always
be on our guard against. If a grizzly attacks you, aim for the eyes
and then climb the handiest tree as if you were born a squirrel and
not a man.”

Tim patted his rifle. “I’m not scared,” he
blustered. “Believe it or not, gentlemen, I’m a good shot. Let one
of those overgrown groundhogs pester me and I’ll make worm food of
it.”

“Have you ever fought one before?”
Shakespeare inquired.

“No, but I’ve hunted black bears back in
Maine. Killed one, in fact, with a clean shot to the head.”

“A black bear is only half the size of a
grizzly,” Nate pointed out. “And not a tenth as mean.”

“Straight tongue,” Shakespeare said.

The young trapper glanced from one to the
other, then stepped to the water’s edge. He failed to see what all
the fuss was about. The clerk who had sold him his rifle had spoken
eloquently of the gun’s stopping power, saying that it could kill
“any animal this side of the veil.” Buffalo, panthers, bears, it
mattered not. One shot from his flintlock and they were as good as
dead.

Shakespeare noticed the look on the
greenhorn’s face, but said nothing. Cockiness, in his opinion, went
hand in hand with youth.

Nate also noticed, and almost took Curry to
task for doubting him. He held his tongue, though, since he had
already given the youth a hard time once and didn’t want to make a
habit of it. Removing his beaver hat, he ran a hand through his
tousled hair and gave his head a vigorous shake. The wind felt cool
on his neck.

“Say,” Tim Curry spoke up. “Why do you wear
that feather? Is it because of your wife?”

“No.” Nate reached behind him and touched
the feather. “This was given to me by a Cheyenne warrior named
White Eagle as a token of his respect after a fight I had with some
Kiowas.”

“Cheyennes. Kiowas. Shoshones. How do you
keep them all straight?” Tim wondered.

“Irish. Scots. Italians. How do you keep
them all straight?” Nate retorted. “All Indians aren’t the same.
Get that through your head and spare yourself grief later on.”

“How so?”

“If you don’t learn to tell the Sioux from
the Piegans or the Mandans from the Pawnees, your scalp is liable
to wind up hanging from a coup stick or a lodge pole.” Nate
hunkered down, cupped his left hand, and lowered his fingers into
the chill water. He was lifting the hand to his lips when he spied
a stake beside his left foot, buried so deep only the top showed.
He swallowed, then said, “What have we here?”

Tim moved closer for a better look. “I don’t
see anything,” he stated.

“This,” Nate said, brushing dirt and grass
from around his find. “Strange that a trapper would go off and
leave his stakes behind. Good ones can be used again and
again.”

“Maybe he was in a hurry,” Tim
suggested.

“Or maybe he was killed,” Shakespeare said.
Nate had exposed the uppermost inch. He dug further, trying to find
a chain. If the trap was still there, it meant the former owner had
met an untimely end. Traps cost twelve to sixteen dollars apiece,
depending on the kind, making them far too costly to be carelessly
left behind. Not to mention that they were essential to a trapper’s
livelihood. Without them a man couldn’t earn a cent.

Tim Curry had stepped to one side and was
peering into the water. He abruptly cried out, “Look! I’d swear
that’s a coffeepot!” And then he stepped into the water.

“No!” Nate and Shakespeare warned
simultaneously, but they didn’t yell in time. The greenhorn
suddenly arched his back and screamed in abject agony. As well he
should. In his haste, Tim Curry had stepped on an abandoned
trap.


Chapter Two

 Nate King
reached Curry in two long strides, sending a spray of water in all
directions. He reached for the youth, but Curry doubled over and
began hopping on one foot while trying to get at the trap clamped
on the other. Spurting blood turned the stream a dusky crimson.
“Hold still, dam you!” Nate said. “Let us help.”

Tim heard the words, but they were eclipsed
by the incredible pain shooting up his leg. The pain was all he
could think of. It obliterated conscious thought. He wanted to tear
the trap off, but couldn’t get a grip on the slippery steel. The
sight of the blood made him nauseous, but even that could not take
his mind off the pain.

Shakespeare had started into the stream,
then stopped so as not to get in Nate’s way. “Pull him out,” he
directed, “or he might bleed to death before we can get him
stitched up.”

Nodding, Nate swooped in close, looped an
arm around the greenhorn’s waist, and bodily lifted Curry clear
into the air. The young man thrashed and squealed, his fingers
slapping ineffectually at the muddy trap. In his anguish he dropped
his rifle, which would have sunk to the bottom had Nate not
snatched it up.

“Set him here,” Shakespeare said, motioning
at the bank and stepping backward to get out of the way. He could
appreciate the young man’s torment, but he was more interested in
the trap. All beaver traps were not the same. Some were small, some
were quite large. Some were barely strong enough to hold an adult
beaver, others strong enough to hold a bear—or a man. Some had
razor-sharp teeth, others did not. He was relieved to see that the
one fastened to Curry was not the toothed variety. However, it was
a big one, five pounds or better, with enough force to crack a leg
bone as if the bone was a mere twig.

Nate took a step toward shore and was
brought up short by the heavy chain. He glanced down and saw that
most of the chain still lay imbedded in the muck at the bottom.
“Here,” he said to McNair, and tossed his mentor the rifle. Then,
seizing hold of the chain, he wrenched to rip it loose, but in
doing so he inadvertently caused the trap to bite deeper into
Curry’s ankle and the greenhorn screamed louder than ever.

Nate was stymied. He didn’t dare set the
young man down in the waist-deep water, nor could he reach the bank
so long as the chain stayed buried. Bending, he gripped the slimy
links closer to where they protruded from the mud, bunched his
shoulders, and heaved. He could feel the mud loosening its grip,
but before he could yank the chain completely loose he had to
release his hold to deal with Curry, who was kicking and struggling
in a frenzied panic. “Calm down,” Nate urged, without effect. He
gave Curry a shake to get the greenhorn’s attention. Curry only
struggled harder. Exasperated, Nate did the only thing he could
think of to calm the youth. He slugged Tim Curry on the jaw.

The greenhorn went as limp as a sack of
potatoes. Quickly Nate bent to the chain again. He had to gouge mud
from several links before his handhold was adequate. Then, muscles
rippling, he pulled until his face turned beet red and the veins in
his neck bulged. The clinging mud was reluctant to give up its
prize, but ever so slowly the chain slid free. Finally he had
enough lose links to loop them around his wrist for extra purchase.
Within a minute the battle was won, and Nate strode from the water
and placed the unconscious youth at McNair s feet. “What do you
think?”

Shakespeare knelt to inspect Curry’s leg.
The knee-high moccasins had been sheared clean through on both
sides, as had Curry’s socks. The jaws had bitten half an inch into
his flesh, but a careful inspection showed that the bone wasn’t
broken. “He was damned lucky,” Shakespeare remarked.

They carried the greenhorn to the clearing
and propped him on his saddle. Nate got a fire going while
Shakespeare filled a pot with water and cut strips from a blanket
to use as bandages.

Curry didn’t revive until the fire was
blazing. He groaned, then his eyes snapped wide and he sat up with
a start. “What happened?” he blurted out, staring at his naked
lower leg. “Now I remember!” He look at Nate. “You struck me!”

“It was either that or let you bleed to
death.”

Tim Curry was about to give King a piece of
his mind when a fresh wave of pain washed over him. He cried out
and pressed his hands to his leg above the ankle. “Oh, Lord! It
hurts!”

Shakespeare checked the pot to see if the
water was boiling, then fixed a critical eye on the greenhorn. “If
you intend to earn the respect of others out here, you can’t go
around blubbering like you do.”

“You wouldn’t be saying that if it had been
you the trap caught,” Tim responded. “I bet you’d be acting the
same as I am.”

“In the first place,” Shakespeare said, “I
know enough not to go traipsing into water near a trap stake. In
the second place, I’ve been hurt far worse than you and as a
general rule I didn’t blubber. Pain is part and parcel of life.
Accept the truth of that and you won’t be so bothered by little
accidents like this one.” He picked up one of the strips and dipped
it in the bubbling water, mindful of his fingers.

“Little?” Tim grumbled. “I nearly lost my
foot!”

“You didn’t even come close,” Shakespeare
said. “Had it been a bear trap, that would be a whole different
story. We’d be cauterizing the stump right about now.”

Tim hugged his leg to his chest, appalled by
the mental image of his foot being severed. “How was I to know a
trap was there? Neither of you told me.”

Nate was in the act of changing from his wet
leggings to a spare dry pair. He looked up and said, “We tried, but
you walked out there too fast. You have to learn to look before you
leap in these mountains, or one of these day you’ll be sorry.”

“Who would have thought stepping into a
stream would be so dangerous?” Tim whined.

Shakespeare pulled the soaked strip out.
“You just don’t get it, do you, young coon? Everything you
do in the wilderness can be dangerous if you don’t pay attention.
Something as simple as putting an edge on a knife could cause you
to lose a finger if your hand slips. Or you might be loading your
rifle and accidentally blow your head off. Or maybe you’ll go into
the bushes to heed Nature’s call and forget to take a gun and a
grizzly will spot you and decide you look right tasty.”

“Surely you exaggerate,” Tim said. “It can’t
be as bad as all that.”

“I don’t blow about words when someone’s
life is at stake,” Shakespeare said with rare irritation. “I’m
trying to help you, you dunderhead, but your head is thicker than
most.”

“I’d listen to him, Tim,” Nate threw in.
“The only reason I’m alive today is because I took his advice to
heart.” He stood, fully clothed again. “I know it goes against the
grain to think you don’t know it all, but you don’t, hoss.”

Tim elected to say nothing. He was mildly
upset with himself. He’d tagged along with them to learn, yet here
he was giving them such a difficult time. What was the matter with
him? Didn’t he have the brains God gave a turnip?

Shakespeare moved nearer holding an end of
the strip in each hand. “This will smart some,” he announced. “You
might want to bite down on a stick.”

“Do what you must,” Tim said, resolved to
show them he wasn’t the pampered coward they thought he was. “I can
handle it.” He gritted his teeth and tensed, prepared for the
worst. Or so he thought. The scalding-hot material seemed to sear
right through his skin and sent bolts of fire boiling up his leg.
He involuntarily squawked, then choked it off by biting his
lip.

“If you’d used the stick, Troilus,”
Shakespeare casually remarked as he wound the strip around the
gash, “your lip wouldn’t be bleeding.”

“What did you call me?” Tim grunted through
clenched teeth.

“A character from one of old William S.’s
plays,” Shakespeare said.

“Any reason you picked him?” Tim
asked in order to take his mind off the discomfort.

“The two of
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