
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


[image: tmp_04ed474e5f163ea84f37fb67ad90a4a5_2RVMUi_html_7301f640.jpg]


 Black Powder

In the great unsettled Rocky
Mountains, a man had to struggle every waking hour to scratch a
home from the land. And though living on the frontier was deadly,
the reward for the hardy souls brave enough to take the risk was
unlimited freedom – freedom that murderous renegades would steal
for a few pieces of gold. When mountain man Nathaniel King and his
family were threatened by a band of bloodthirsty slavers, they
faced enemies like none they’d ever battled. But the sun hadn’t
risen on the day when the mighty Nate King would let his kin be
taken captive without a fight to the death.

 


Trail’s End

In the savage Rockies,
trouble was always brewing. If trappers weren’t bedeviled by
hostile Indians, they were tormented by wild animals and punishing
blizzards. Strong mountain men like Nate King risked everything to
carve a new world from the frontier, and they weren’t about to give
it up without a fight. But when some friendly Crows asked Nate to
help them rescue a missing girl from a band of murderous Lakota, he
set off on a journey that would take him to the end of the trail —
and possibly the possibly the end of his life.
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Simon Ward smiled as he set eyes on the dark
green foothills of the majestic Rocky Mountains for the very first
time in his life. “At last!” he exclaimed, rising in the stirrups
to survey the broad sweep of stark peaks to the west. “At long,
long last.”

The petite young woman beside him smiled
too, but her smile was not as wide, not as heartfelt. She hid that
fact from her husband of only eighteen months by declaring, “They
are beautiful, aren’t they?”

“They’re everything I told
you they would be,” Simon boasted. His saddle creaked as he sat
back down and turned to put a hand on her slender shoulder. “Now do
you see why I wanted us to come? Take a good look, Felicity.
Anything we want is ours for the taking.”

Felicity Ward placed her own hand on his. “I
wouldn’t go that far, dearest,” she chided. “Other settlers live in
the mountains. And there are always the Indians.” As she said that
last word, she gazed rather fearfully off across the great expanse
of prairie they had spent many weeks crossing.

“Sure there are settlers,”
Simon said, not noticing her timid glance in all his excitement,
“but they’re few and far between. As for the Indians—” He dismissed
them with a gesture. “We didn’t see hide nor hair of one red devil
the whole trip, did we? If you ask me, all those awful stories we
heard were tall tales meant to frighten children.”

Felicity patted his hand. “I suppose.” But
what she really wanted to say was that the thought of running into
Indians scared her half witless. She had spent their whole journey
in a constant state of dread. Her nerves, which had never been very
strong, were about worn to a frazzle.

Truth to tell, Felicity would much rather
have been back in Boston than in the middle of the godforsaken
wilderness. She’d never realized how good she’d had it until after
her husband talked her into their bold venture.

Simon lifted his reins and clucked to his
bay. “Come on, my love. Let’s go find us a nice cool spot under
some trees to take our midday rest.” He tugged on the lead rope to
their two pack animals and headed out.

Trying not to be obvious about it, Simon
looked over a shoulder. For most of the morning he had been
bothered by an uneasy feeling that they were being watched. Yet not
once had he glimpsed anyone lurking on their back trail. He figured
that he was simply being childish, letting his imagination get the
better of him.

With a shrug, Simon cast
the troublesome notion aside. He was not going to let anything
spoil his good mood. His dream was coming
true and he wanted to savor every moment.

The seed had been planted in his mind over a
year ago. He had stopped at his favorite tavern on the way home
from his job on the docks of Boston Harbor. He had planned to down
a single cold ale and then head on home to his beloved.

But there had been a newcomer at the tavern,
a cousin of the owner. And lo and behold, the man had been a
genuine mountain man. He had sat there in his buckskin shirt and
leggings and beaver hat, and he’d regaled them for hours with
stories of his wild and woolly escapades in the Rockies.

It had fired up Simons soul as nothing else
in his life ever had. Except for Felicity, of course. He had taken
to spending every spare moment daydreaming about the wonderful life
they could build for themselves. Acres and acres of land, a fine
cabin and whatever else they wanted were theirs for the taking.

By asking around, Simon had learned more
about the vast frontier which stretched between the Mississippi
River and the Pacific Ocean. He’d heard that a few hardy pioneers
were already there. For the most part, though, the only whites
within hundreds of miles were trappers, or mountain men, as the
folks back in the States liked to call them.

It was wide open country, where a man could
dig in roots, grow, and prosper. Where a family could be raised as
a man saw fit. Where a man was accountable to no one other than
himself and his Maker. It was where he yearned to live.

Simon had figured his wife would balk when
he mentioned his brainstorm. She had been taken aback, but she had
agreed after only a few talks. And so the chain of events had been
set in motion.

As they made their way
toward the slopes of the low foothills,
Simon again had that eerie feeling of being spied on. He shifted
and scoured the rippling sea of high grass. Far to the northeast a
small herd of shaggy buffalo grazed. To the southeast antelope were
bounding off in long, graceful leaps. It was the same sort of
tranquil scene he had seen many times. He did wonder why the
antelope were fleeing, and then decided they had probably been
spooked by a snake or some such.

“Is something wrong,
Simon?”

Simon snapped around and plastered a grin on
his face. “Heck, no. What makes you say that? I was just watching
those antelope. They must be about the fastest creatures on four
legs.”

“Too bad that you couldn’t
get a shot at one. People say they make good eating.”

It annoyed Simon to be reminded of his sole
failure. He looked down at the trusty new Hawken, which rested
across his thighs. Before leaving St. Louis, he had purchased it at
the shop of two brothers by the same name, and he’d also bought a
pair of flintlock pistols and a big butcher knife. When he’d
strolled out of that place, he’d felt practically invincible.

On the long trek west, Simon had honed his
skills with all three guns. At one time or another their supper pot
had seen buffalo meat, black bear, deer, fox, prairie dog, grouse,
quail, and once, elk. But he had never been able to sneak close
enough to antelope to bring one down.

“I’ll get one of them yet,
you wait and see,” Simon vowed. “And when I do, you can make a rug
of its hide.”

Felicity averted her face and scrunched up
her nose. The idea of peeling off the skin of a bleeding animal
with her own two hands, and then going to all the hard work of
curing it, about made her ill. She would not let on, however. She
knew that Simon was counting on her to do her fair share of the
work. He had even bought a butcher knife just for her, which she
kept rolled up in her bedroll.

A red hawk took wing above them and soared
high into the crystal blue sky with a strident shriek.

“Look at that,” Simon
marveled. “These mountains are so full of game, all a man has to do
is walk out his door and take his pick.”

“There must be a lot of
mountain lions and grizzly bears up there.”

“A few,” Simon admitted.
“But none that we can’t handle.” He tried to sound more confident
than he felt, for he had been told that grizzlies were to be
avoided at all costs. They were described as ravenous monsters,
bigger even than horses and as mean as sin, able to tear a man in
half with a flick of a massive paw. The last thing he wanted was to
tangle with one.

Simon bore to the right to skirt the base of
the first hill, his eyes on the slope for a likely spot to rest.
Suddenly the bay pricked its ears and snorted. Fearing a grizzly,
Simon raised the Hawken and pressed his thumb to the hammer. Then
he heard the unmistakable light tinkle of running water.

“A stream!” Simon
exclaimed. He slapped his legs and urged the pack horses on. In
under twenty yards he came upon the bank of a narrow ribbon of
rushing water which had been hidden by the tall grass. It wound out
from between a pair of hills and made off across the
plain.

“Will you look at this!”
Simon said. “We must have been close enough to hit it with a rock
for the past ten miles, and we didn’t even know it was
there.”

“Let’s follow it. Maybe
we’ll find a pool.” Felicity took the lead. “It’s been ages since I
had a bath.”

The mental picture of his wife stark naked
brought a lump of raw passion to Simon’s throat. While it was
improper to admit as much, he lusted after her with an inhuman
hunger. The minister of their church back in Massachusetts would
never approve. But Simon couldn’t help himself. From the moment
their lips first touched, he had loved Felicity Morganstem more
than life itself.

They climbed as the stream did and presently
came to a wide bench lined by spruce trees to the west, boulders to
the north, and a small but deep pool to the south.

Felicity squealed in delight and trotted to
the water’s edge. Sliding down, she cupped the cold water and took
a thirsty sip. “Oh, Simon. It’s simply delicious. Come and
drink.”

Dismounting, Simon had the presence of mind
to walk to the nearest trees and loop his reins and the lead rope
to a limb. All the way west, he had made it a point to always
picket their horses when they stopped, no matter how briefly. He
had been warned by men who knew that the loss of their animals
could cost them their lives.

The pool had to be five feet deep, yet it
was as clear as glass. For that matter, the air itself was
invigorating. It had a crispness about it that Simon had not
noticed before. He stooped down and drank his fill. Sitting back,
he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and glanced at his
wife, who was grinning at him. “What?”

“You just look so darned
adorable sometimes.”

Simon didn’t see how he
could. His hair was a matted mess and hung down to his shoulders.
His chin had sprouted stubble which might grow into a real beard in
five or six weeks. He’d not bathed regularly in more days than he cared to count. And his wool shirt and
pants were about worn at the seams. He needed a bath every bit as
much as she did.

No, that was not quite true, Simon mused.
Somehow, Felicity always managed to look as fresh as a daisy. She
always smelled like one, too. Even when they had been in the saddle
from dawn to dusk, riding under a blistering sun and beset by dust
and insects, by some miracle she had been able to make herself
presentable in no time at all once they made camp. It was a unique
knack women had, he figured, one of those mysteries of the opposite
sex that men were never privileged to know.

At the moment his wonderful wife was staring
at the pool as if she had stumbled on a gold mine. “Do you really
think it’s all right for me to take a bath?”

“Why not? There isn’t
another living soul within two hundred miles of us. And the stream
will flush the pool clean in no time.” Simon rose. “Let me fill the
water skins and the coffeepot and you can have at it.”

Felicity clasped her hands together like a
little girl given the present of her heart’s desire. “Oh, my! To be
clean again! To be able to comb my hair without wrestling it to
death.”

Chuckling, Simon took her horse over to the
others. He stripped off their saddles and the packs and arranged
them close to the pool so he could watch her bathe.

Just about then the bay lifted its head
again, stared toward the rim of the bench, and nickered.

Simon paused in the act of
dipping the cooking pot into the pool. He had learned to trust the
bay’s instincts, so he knew there had to be something out there,
maybe the same thing that had been shadowing them the better part
of the day. An animal, more than likely,
he told himself. Several times on their long trip they had been
followed by curious coyotes and wolves.

Still, Simon wanted to be sure. “The pool is
yours,” he announced. “I’ll be right back.” Grabbing the Hawken, he
cradled it in his left arm and headed for the rim.

“Are you sure everything
is all right?” Felicity asked.

“I give you my word,”
Simon said without thinking.

Grass swished about Simon’s boots as he
walked. A large butterfly fluttered past him. He pivoted to watch
its aerial antics and saw his wife shedding her dress. His mouth
went dry at the sight of her underclothes and the swell of her
bosom. With an effort he tore his eyes away from her and went
on.

The immense plain shimmered in the brilliant
sunshine. Simon could see more buffalo than before. To the north,
at the tree line, he spied several large forms moving among the
pines. At first he thought they were deer, but on closer look he
realized they were elk. His mouth watered at the prospect of a
thick steak.

Nothing else stirred within the range of the
young man’s vision. He grinned at his foolish worries, hefted the
Hawken, and ambled back toward their camp. It occurred to him that
his wife might want to bathe in private. She was touchy about
things like that.

Simon respected her for her modesty. She was
every inch a lady, and he would not hesitate to slug anyone who
implied otherwise. Felicity knew how he felt. She laughed at him
sometimes, saying that it was silly of him to put her on some kind
of pedestal.

Women just didn’t understand men, Simon
reasoned. When a man loved a woman, really and truly loved her,
then that woman became the focus of his whole life. He would do
anything for her, give her whatever she wanted if he had the means.
More than that, he showed his devotion by always treating her with
the utmost respect. If that was putting someone on a pedestal, then
so be it.

Simon spotted his wife’s dress lying beside
the pool. There was no sign of her in the water, so he figured she
had gone off into the spruce trees. Halting near their saddles, he
waited for her to reappear. A minute went by. Then several more. He
fidgeted and called out, “Darling, what’s the matter? Did you snag
your petticoat on a bush?”

There was no answer.

Becoming mildly alarmed, Simon cupped a hand
to his mouth and bellowed, “Felicity! Where are you?”

Once more there was no reply.

A sensation of pure terror came over Simon
as he abruptly dashed to the forest and called his wife’s name
several more times. When she did not respond, he darted madly among
the trunks, seeking some sign of her. Ten minutes later, too
bewildered to think straight, he returned to the pool.

In a daze, Simon picked up her dress and ran
his fingers over the fabric. The horrible truth hit him then with
the force of a physical blow and his knees buckled. His wife was
gone! Somehow, something or someone had snatched her right out from
under his nose!

Simon Ward tossed back his head and howled
the name of the woman he loved.
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Nathaniel King was on the trail of five elk
he had been tracking for the better part of two days when he heard
a strange wail. Instantly he reined up his black stallion and sat
listening for the sound to be repeated. It had been a human cry,
yet one filled with more misery than any human voice should have to
convey.

A free trapper by trade, Nate wore beaded
buckskins and moccasins made for him by his Shoshone wife. A mane
of black hair framed a rugged face bronzed by the sun and hardened
by the elements. He carried a Hawken and had a brace of pistols
around his waist. Slanted across his chest were a powder horn, ammo
pouch and possibles bag. Eyes the color of emeralds studied the
foothills to the south as he waited for the cry to be repeated so
he could pinpoint where it came from.

Whoever had made it was
plainly in some sort of trouble. Whether
white or Indian didn’t matter to him. While some trappers ranked
Indians as filthy savages, Nate knew better. They were people,
plain and simple.

The strapping mountaineer had lived among
them for a third of his life; the Shoshones had even formally
adopted him into the tribe. In many ways he was more Indian than
white, and he felt no shame admitting that fact.

Now, on hearing another cry, Nate jabbed his
heels into the stallion’s flanks and veered southward. He picked
his way with care through the forest, his senses primed. It just
might be that he had stumbled on a war party of Blackfeet or
Piegans or some other hostile tribe.

Nate had been over this particular stretch
of country before. He remembered the lay of the land well. On
cresting a rocky spine, he spied a small stream below. It brought
to mind the night many months ago when he had camped beside a pool
on a wide bench just a little ways to the east. That was where the
wail arose. He was sure.

Swinging to the west, Nate approached the
bench in a wide loop. He slowed when he glimpsed four horses
standing near the trees. All four were staring toward the pool. He
looked, but did not notice anything out of the ordinary at
first.

Then Nate heard an odd noise. It took him a
few moments to identify it. Someone was crying, bawling like a
baby. Even more surprising, he could tell it was a man. He moved
closer and saw a figure on his knees close to the water.

The bawler had his arms clasped to his belly
as if his innards were on fire. In front of him lay a garment of
some kind.

Wary of a trick, Nate slowly walked the
stallion to the end of the pines and regarded the man closely.
Right away he recognized a greenhorn. The store-bought clothes were
a dead giveaway, as were the uncomfortable high-heeled city boots
no trapper in his right mind would wear.

Squaring his broad shoulders, Nate nudged
the stallion forward. The man was making so much noise, he never
heard. A few yards shy of the camp, Nate drew rein and said quietly
so as not to startle him, “Are you in pain, mister?”

Simon Ward had been so overcome by despair
at being unable to find his wife that he had started crying before
he could stop himself.

The young man from Boston had lived in
secret horror of this very thing happening ever since they had left
the last settlement way back in Missouri. Despite all his bluster
to the contrary, Simon had not had much confidence in his ability
to protect his wife. For one thing, he was not much of a woodsman.
He had managed to keep the supper pot full every night only because
game on the prairie had been so plentiful.

For another thing, Simon had never killed a
human being and had no idea whether he could. The old-timers he had
talked to in St. Louis and elsewhere had impressed on him that
sooner or later he would have to do so. Any man who made his home
in the mountains, they had claimed, was bound to run up against
hostiles eventually. It was as inevitable as the rising of the sun.
And where hostiles were concerned there was only one rule; kill or
be killed.

Simon had not let Felicity know of his
worry. He had not wanted her to think that he could not protect her
if the need arose.

Now, to have the love of
his life vanish without a trace, virtually
paralyzed him. Racked by intense guilt, Simon cried and cried even
though he knew that he should get to his feet and go search for
her. He just couldn’t seem to stop himself.

But that had always been the case. Ever
since he was a small boy, Simon had reacted to every undue hardship
by bawling his brains out. His own brothers and sisters had branded
him a bawl-baby. And while he did not do it as often as he once
did, and certainly never where others, especially Felicity, could
see him, he still had his moments.

Then someone spoke. Shocked to his core,
Simon glanced up. His tears were choked off by his amazement at
beholding a huge man who looked to be part Indian mounted on the
biggest, blackest horse he had ever set eyes on. They almost seemed
unreal to him, phantasms of his tormented mind.

“Are you in pain?” Nate
King repeated, not knowing what to make of the greenhorn’s
expression. He looked at the garment, realized what it was, and
scanned the area, alarmed. “Is there a woman with you?”

The reminder jolted Simon like a bolt out of
the blue. Surging to his feet, he trained his rifle on the stranger
and demanded, “Where is she, damn you? What have you done with her,
you miserable heathen?”

The greenhorn was close to snapping. Any man
could tell. Nate mustered a friendly smile and said, “Sheathe your
claws, pilgrim. I’m a white-eye, like you. I haven’t done anything
to anyone. I heard you cry out and figured I could be of help, is
all.”

“You’re white?” Simon said
suspiciously. He had never seen a white man so dark of skin before,
not even the mountain men he’d met in St. Louis. And he noticed
that this one wore an eagle feather in his hair, jutting downward
at the back.

Nate ignored the implication and pointed at
the dress. “Listen, greener. If you don’t need me, that’s fine by
this hoss. But if your woman is in trouble, it wouldn’t pay to be
too proud. Savvy?”

Simon glanced down at his feet where
Felicity’s garment had fallen. “Oh, God! My wife,” he said,
fighting back a rising wave of more tears. His mind in a whirl, he
swayed.

Thinking that the younger man was about to
pass out on him, Nate dismounted. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” Simon said
forlornly. “One minute she was right here, about to take a bath.
The next she was gone.” He motioned helplessly at the woods. “A
grizzly must have dragged her off when I had my back
turned.”

“You would have heard it
if one did,” Nate said, turning his attention to the ground
bordering the pool. “A griz likes to roar when it charges. Half
scares most critters to death and makes them easy prey.”

“Really?” Simon said,
running his sleeve under his nose. He was still leery, but it
appeared to him as if the newcomer was sincere about lending a
hand, and he could use all the help he could get.

“Your wife never cried
out?”

“No, sir. Not a peep.”
Simon indicated the rim. “I was over there, you see. My horse had
acted up and I thought an animal might be nearby—” He stopped short
when the stranger abruptly squatted to examine a strip of bare
earth.

“It was no
animal.”

“What? How do you
know?”

“Look here,” Nate said,
pointing. It had been his experience that most pilgrims could not
track a bull buffalo through fresh mud, and he wanted the younger
man to see for himself.

Simon stared but saw nothing except the
earth. There were a few smudge and scratch marks with no rhyme or
reason to them that he could discern. “Look at what, mister?”

Sighing, Nate responded, “Step around behind
me and take a gander over my shoulder. I’ll outline it with my
finger.”

Complying, Simon watched intently as the
mountain man ran a fingernail along the outer edge of what appeared
to be a half-moon scrape. “So?”

“It’s the heel print of a
man wearing moccasins,” Nate revealed. “And this here”—he touched a
shallow furrow that to the young Bostonian looked as if it had been
made by a stick—“is where your wife dragged her foot trying to keep
them from carrying her off.”

“Them?” Simon repeated,
his stomach churning as the full import of what the man was telling
him sank home.

“There were two men, both
wearing moccasins,” Nate said as he moved along the edge of the
pool to where the rushing water entered it. “One was a white man,
the other a breed. They came out of those weeds on the other side
of the stream, jumped it, and were on your wife before she knew
they were there. One must have put a hand over her mouth and
grabbed her around the shoulders while the other took hold of her
around the legs. She struggled some, but it did her no good. They
carried her back across and were long gone before you
returned.”

Flabbergasted, Simon gawked at this brawny
wild man with the uncanny ability to read marks on the ground as if
they were letters in a book. With this man’s help, he just might be
able to save Felicity.

Then it occurred to Simon Ward that maybe he
was being too trusting. After all, he knew nothing about the
stranger. And it was odd that the man should show up just minutes
after his wife had been taken. For all he knew, the Good Samaritan
might be in league with her abductors. Why, it might be, he mused,
that this was no mountain man at all, but a common cutthroat.

Nate was bending to inspect prints near the
stream when he noticed the greenhorn give him a mighty peculiar
look, the same kind of look a person might give a ravenous wolf
that had wandered into camp. Hoping to show the young man that
there was no cause to distrust him, Nate straightened and offered
his hand. “My manners aren’t what they used to be. I’m Nate King.
My family and I live in a cabin southwest of here a fair
piece.”

Simon automatically shook hands and marveled
at the strength in King’s grip. He suspected that the man could
crush his fingers without hardly trying. “You have a family?”

“Sure do. My wife, Winona,
is a Shoshone. We have a son named Zach and a little girl,
Evelyn.”

Simon believed the man was telling the
truth. King’s affection for his loved ones made his face light up
like a candle. Simon relaxed a little, since in his estimation it
was unlikely a genuine cutthroat would be a family man. “I’m Simon
Ward. My wife’s name is Felicity.” That was all Simon intended to
say, but he went on, unable to stop himself, the words rushing out
of their own accord. “We came west to make a better life for
ourselves, to live free as the birds, just as you and your family
must do. It was my idea, you see. I talked Felicity into it. I told
her everything would be fine, that no harm would come to her. I
told her I’d protect her no matter what. And then she disappeared
and I didn’t know what had happened to her and I was at my wit’s
end so I—”

“Cried?” Nate finished
when the younger man hesitated. The emotional outpouring had told
him a lot, and none of it raised his opinion of the
greenhorn.

Cut to the quick by the tone that the
mountain man used, Simon blurted, “I couldn’t help myself. If
something really bad happens, I go all to pieces. My mother says I
have a sensitive nature.”

“What does your pa
say?”

“That I’m an
idiot.”

Nate was inclined to agree with the father.
He shook his head and moved on. All this was well and good, but
they had a woman to find, and quickly, or the young fool might
never see his wife again. “Saddle up. I’ll scout around and be back
in a few minutes.”

Simon opened his mouth to voice a question,
but King suddenly leaped across the stream and plunged into the
vegetation on the other side. He had wanted to explain further, to
let the mountain man know that he wasn’t a whiner by nature, that
he simply had the soul of a poet, as one of his teachers had put
it. But it would have to wait, he reflected. King had a point.
Felicity came first. He hastened to obey.

Nate glanced back once, then concentrated on
the spoor. The men who had taken the woman were skilled. They had
left few tracks, and probably would have left none at all had they
not been burdened by their captive. Once over the rim of the bench
and out of earshot, they had broken into a run. At one point the
man in the lead, the white man, had slipped and gouged his knees
into the soil. There was evidence of a brief scuffle. When the
kidnappers went on, they ran side by side and the footprints of the
white were much deeper than those of the breed.

It was not hard for Nate to determine what
had happened. Felicity Ward had been fighting hard to break free
every step of the way, and she had caused the white man in front to
fall. The man had lost his grip. Felicity had then turned on her
second captor, but before she could tear loose, the breed had
knocked her out. The white man had then draped her over a shoulder
and the pair had gone on.

At the bottom of the bench were hoofprints.
Two horses had been ground-hitched there for quite some time. Both
had urinated, one between its legs, the other behind them. That
told Nate that one had been a stallion, the other a mare.

Having learned all he needed, Nate raced to
the top of the bench. Ward had saddled a bay and another animal and
was hard at work loading the packs.

“You have a decision to
make,” Nate announced. Simon had been so engrossed in his chore
that he had not heard the trapper approach. He started, and
clutched at one of his pistols. “King! Damn! Don’t creep up on me
like that.”

Nate did not waste a moment. “If we hurry,
we might be able to catch them before they get very far. One of
them is riding double.” He nodded at the pack animals. “But we
won’t have a prayer if we’re dragging them along. It would slow us
down too much.”

“You want me to leave the
packhorses?” Simon said, aghast. All the worldly goods he and
Felicity owned were on those two animals.

“And your wife’s horse,”
Nate said. “She can ride back with you.”

Simon was reluctant to do it. He feared that
a wild beast might come along and kill the horses or spook them. Or
a band of Indians might ride by and steal them. Without those
animals, Felicity and he would not last long. But which was more
important? he asked himself. His wife, or their personal
effects?

“Give me a minute,” he
said, and led the three horses over to the pines.

Nate swung onto his stallion and waited by
the stream. When the young man joined him, he forded and broke into
a gallop. At the bottom he showed Ward the hoof tracks, then
circled to pick up the trail.

“There’s something I’ve
been meaning to ask you,” Simon mentioned as the mountain man rode
bent low to the ground. “How do you know that one of these men is
white and the other is a half-breed?”

Nate answered without looking up. “Most
white men walk with their toes pointed out and take long strides.
Indians, by and large, walk with their toes bent in and take
smaller steps.”

“So you’re saying that
it’s plain one of them is white. That I can understand. But how can
you tell the other is a breed? I mean, if the toes are bent in,
maybe it’s a full-blooded Indian.”

“No,” Nate said, rising.
He had found where the tracks led away from the bench, bearing due
south. “The second man’s toes are only partly bent in, and he takes
long steps.”

“Oh.”

They sped on, Nate in the lead, winding
among the pines at a reckless pace. Simon Ward was awed by the
mountain man’s riding ability. It was as if the man and the black
stallion were one. He was hard pressed to keep up but resolved not
to fall behind. Not when his wife’s life was at stake. Or
worse.

The idea jarred Simon. Until that moment he
had not given much thought to what Felicity’s abductors planned to
do with her. Yet it was doubtful they had taken her just to kill
her. A burning rage flared in him as he pictured her being
abused.

“Watch out!” Nate King
cried.

Simon blinked and looked up to see a low
limb sweeping toward him. At the very last instant he ducked under
it and was spared. He saw King shake his head and wished he would
quit making a jackass of himself. He wanted to earn the mountain
man’s respect, not his contempt.

If the young Bostonian had been able to read
Nate’s mind, he would have been even more upset. Nate was convinced
that Ward had no business whatsoever being in the Rockies. The
wilderness was no place for amateurs. Time and again he had run
into people like Ward, folks whose daydreams eclipsed their common
sense, whose hankering for living on the frontier flew in the face
of their inability to fend for themselves.

Nature was a hard taskmaster. There was one
unwritten law, and one only, by which the many wild creatures
lived; survival of the fittest. Humans were not accorded any
special treatment. When they were out of their element, they had to
deal with Nature on its own terms. Which meant they were fair game
for any prowling grizzly, painter or hostile.

People like the Wards did not last long.
They needed plenty of time to learn how to live off the land, and
time was one luxury few ever had. There were simply too many
dangers.

Nate’s reflection ended when the pines
thinned. The next several hills were virtually barren. He scanned
them for a glimpse of the kidnappers, but they were nowhere to be
seen. Slowing, he leaned to the right to better study the tracks. A
dozen yards further on the trail changed direction. The two men had
angled to the southwest into dense woodland.

“Why have you slowed
down?” Simon asked, drawing abreast of the stallion.

“Either these vermin know
that we’re after them or they’re just being canny,” Nate said. He
was about to pick up the pace when his keen eyes spotted a small
object lying near the trail. Drawing rein, he slid down and picked
it up.

“What do you have there,
Mr. King?”

“Call me Nate.” Nate
sniffed it, then held it up for Ward to examine.

“Why, that’s part of a
cigarette, isn’t it?”

Nate had thought so too,
at first glance. But it wasn’t the hand-rolled variety of smoke
favored by some of the trapping fraternity. “This is a
cigarrillo. A Spanish
brand. I saw a lot of folks using them when I took my family to New
Mexico some time ago.”

“But what would a Spanish
cigarette be doing here? Do you think the men we’re after are
Mexicans?”

“No,” Nate said, and let
it go at that. The cigarrillo
was a disturbing clue, one he would rather not
share until he was certain. He prayed that he was wrong as he
stepped into the stirrups and pressed on.

The spacing and depth of the tracks showed
that the kidnappers were moving at a faster clip. The trail climbed
to the top of a ridge, stuck to the crest for half a mile, and went
down the other side. Either by luck or design the kidnappers had
come on a game trail and taken it south to make better time.

For the next hour Nate and Simon pushed
their mounts to the limit. A few miles to the west reared the regal
Rockies, while to the east rippled the endless ocean of grass.

The trail crossed yet another hill, and as
they reached the boulder-strewn crest, Nate abruptly reined up.

“What is it this time?”
Simon inquired as the trapper slid to the ground.

“They stopped at this spot
for a short while.”

“To rest their
horses?”

Hunkering, Nate probed for telltale signs.
Blades of grass had been pressed flat, as if by the weight of a
body. Broken stems testified to a brief scuffle. “They tied up your
wife. She must have come around and tried to get away. See these
footprints? The breed held her while the white man did the
tying.”

“May their souls rot in
Hell!” Simon said.

“Count your blessings,”
Nate responded, stepping to his mount.

“How do you
mean?”

“She’s still alive, isn’t
she? And they haven’t tried to force themselves on her. Yet.” Nate
saw the young man blanche, but he did not regret being so blunt.
Someone should have been equally blunt long before the Wards left
Boston. It would have spared them both a heap of misery.

For the better part of two hours the free
trapper and the Bostonian forged southward. At length they came to
a wide clearing where there was evidence that many men had encamped
for many days. There were so many tracks, all in a jumble, that it
took Nate a while to sort them out. When he had, he frowned and
gazed to the southeast, the direction their quarry had taken.

“Why so glum?” Simon
wondered. “They’re not that far ahead of us now, are
they?”

“About an
hour.”

“Then we have the
bastards!” Simon exclaimed. As an afterthought, he added, “How many
of them are there, by the way?”

“I counted fourteen, but
that’s not the worst of it.” Nate faced him.

The news was disheartening to Simon. Two
against fourteen were bad odds. “What can possibly be worse?” he
snorted.

“Your wife is in the
clutches of slavers.”


 


 


Three


 


Slavers! The very word was enough to bring
goosebumps to the flesh of every woman living in the mountains, red
or white. They knew that if they were to fall into the hands of the
coldhearted rogues, they would never see those they most cared for
again.

No one knew exactly how many women had been
stolen over the past decade or so. The total bandied about by the
trapping community stood at seventy, or better.

It was widely known that
the slavers had taken women from eight or nine different tribes as
well as white settlers. There was an unconfirmed rumor that a few
blacks, females and males, had also fallen prey. Some of the hapless victims were
sold to Comanches, who paid extremely well for white wives. Others
were sold south of the border to wealthy Mexicans. The blacks,
according to the rumor, were carted to the deep South and handed
over to certain unscrupulous plantation owners.

Only once had the slavers been caught in the
act, and that by a tribe of Sioux who had harried them for scores
of miles before the slavers finally released the four maidens they
had kidnapped.

All the other times the slavers got clean
away.

Nate had thought that merely mentioning them
by name would give Ward some notion of what they were up against.
But he had overlooked the younger man’s profound ignorance of
frontier life.

“Slavers? Who are they?
Are you telling me that they make slaves of the women they
abduct?”

Motioning at a log that lay beside the
charred remains of a camp fire, Nate straddled it and sat. “Have a
seat, pilgrim. We need to palaver a spell and set you straight on a
few things. It won’t do to get into a racket with this bunch with
you not knowing the facts.”

Simon stayed right where he was, next to his
bay. “We don’t have time for this nonsense, King! Every second we
dawdle is another second my precious wife is in peril! I say that
we ride out this very moment.”

Unfazed by the outburst, Nate tapped the
log. “Sit, pronto. Unless you want me to fetch you over and plunk
you down.” If the situation had not been so deadly serious for Mrs.
Ward, he would have laughed at the comical pout her husband wore as
Simon did as he wanted. Emotionally, the man was about as mature as
his son, which was downright pitiful.

“Now, first things first,”
Nate said after Simon was settled. “I don’t take it kindly of you
to keep giving me a hard time. I don’t have to do this, you know.
There’s nothing to keep me from turning right around and heading
for the Shoshone village.”

“I thought that you
claimed you live in a cabin,” Simon said sullenly. He did not like
being treated as if he were next to worthless, and he still did not
trust the mountain man completely.

“We do about ten months of
the year,” Nate disclosed. “But in the summer my wife likes to
spend a couple of moons with her kin. My wife and children are with
them now. I was off elk hunting when I bumped into you.”

“Oh.”

“Now listen, and listen
good.” Nate leaned forward. “Slavers are the foulest, meanest sons
of bitches on two legs. They’ll kill anyone who gets in their way
without a second thought. Do you understand? If you were to charge
into their camp and demand to have your wife handed over, you’d be
dead the moment after you got the words out of your mouth.” He
paused. “Unless, of course, the slavers were in a frolicsome mood.
Then they’d likely carve you up a bit to hear you scream before
they rubbed you out.”

Simon figured that the frontiersman was
exaggerating a little. He’d heard that mountain men were fond of
spinning tall tales. “You make them sound as bad as heathen
savages.”

“Indians aren’t savages,”
Nate said stiffly. “But in one sense, you’re right. Slavers are
worse than any Indian alive. I know, because at one time or another
I’ve tangled with practically every kind of Indian there is, from
Blackfeet to Bloods to Apaches.”

“If they’re so evil, why
haven’t they been arrested and put in prison?”

Nate could not stifle a guffaw. “Who is
going to arrest them, pilgrim? In case it hasn’t sunk in yet,
there’s no law out here. None at all. Once a man leaves the States,
he’s on his own.”

Simon realized that he had made a stupid
remark, but he was so flustered by the nightmare that had beset his
wife that his mind was clouded by anxiety. “So what do we do when
we catch up with these cutthroats?”

"I'll get to that in a moment.” Nate stared
off across the plain. He, too, was impatient to get under way, but
he had to make Ward see the light. “First you have to learn who
these slavers are. Some are renegade whites who are wanted back in
the States, others are Mexicans wanted in their country, while
still others are outcast Indians and breeds. They're no account any
way you lay your sights. And each and every one of them has a
string of kills to his credit.”

Simon shuddered. To think that his Felicity
was in the clutches of such fiends! He wished now that he had never
talked her into making the journey. He wished that he had left well
enough alone and stayed in Boston where they belonged. What in the
world had gotten into him?

“As for how well handle
it,” Nate went on, “it depends on what we find when we overtake
them. If all goes well, we’ll be able to rescue your missus without
much of a fuss. If not—” He shrugged.

“What then?”

“Then we do what we have
to. Now let’s light a shuck while we still have some daylight left.
And hope to high heaven that the slavers make camp and don’t elect
to keep on going through the night as they sometimes do when they
suspect someone is dogging their heels.”

It did not dawn on Simon
until they had been in the saddle fifteen minutes that the trapper
had a point about being treated unkindly. It was wrong of him to
still be suspicious. King was putting his life in jeopardy for two
complete strangers. If the slavers were
everything the trapper claimed, then King had to know that he might
wind up dead before too long. It gave Simon considerable food for
thought.

The tracks led them down out of the
foothills and onto the prairie. Simon tried not to dwell on the
fact that each passing minute took them farther from the packhorses
and Felicity’s animal.

Presently twilight shrouded the landscape.
Simon thought that maybe the mountain man would slow down, but King
held to a steady trot.

The sunset was spectacular. Framed by the
pristine peaks, the sky blazed red and orange and pink. Golden rays
shot over the Rockies like shafts from heaven. Any other time,
Simon would have been mesmerized. As it was, he looked, then looked
away.

With nightfall rose a cool breeze. Simon
would have given anything to be by a warm fire. To have his wife
snuggled in his arms. He fantasized of doing just that, and so
vivid was his fantasy that he didn’t notice Nate King had stopped.
Suddenly the black stallion was right there in front of him.

“Dear God!” Simon cried.
He wrenched on the reins so hard, he snapped the bay’s head around.
It caused the horse to veer just enough to one side to miss the
black stallion by a hand’s width. Simon let out the breath he had
not known he was holding. He pretended not to notice that Nate King
was glaring at him.

“Yell again a little
louder, why don’t you, pilgrim? I don’t reckon the slavers heard
you the first time.”

“We’ve caught up with
them?” Simon asked, elation coursing through him at the prospect of
soon being reunited with his wife.

“They’re yonder a little
ways,” Nate said, nodding to the southeast. “We’ll leave the horses
here and go on foot. Try not to make much noise if you can help
it.”

The young Bostonian stared hard into the
night but saw no sign of those they were after, not even the faint
glow of a distant camp fire. Figuring that the slavers had made a
cold camp, he slipped from the saddle, waited for the trapper to
lead off, and dogged the frontiersman’s footsteps.

On all sides, chest-high grass enclosed
them. Nate King hunched low and glided forward, parting the stems
with the barrel of his Hawken, his ears straining to hear more of
the sounds he had heard a minute before. Other than a faint
rustling of the grass, he made no noise at all.

Simon tried to do the same, but try as he
might, he kept stepping on clumps that crackled underfoot. Or he
would push against the grass in front of him a bit too hard and it
would snap off. Once King glanced around. “Sorry,” Simon whispered.
“I’m doing the best I can.”

Nate knew that. Which was why he did not
find fault with the greenhorn, but went on, moving slowly in the
belief that the slower they went, the less noise Ward was likely to
make. It worked to some extent.

Simon was impatient to catch sight of his
wife again. He expected to come on the slavers at any second. So
when a minute went by, then two, then five, and more, he began to
think that maybe the mountain man was wrong, that maybe they were
chasing shadows. It angered him so much that he tapped King on the
back and whispered testily, “Are you sure the slavers are camped
nearby? If you ask me, were wasting our damn time.”

Nate stopped and turned. It galled him to
have his judgment questioned by someone whose claim to sound
judgment was almost laughable. Grabbing Ward by the front of his
woolen shirt, Nate hoisted him erect and pointed. “Any more
questions, mister?” he growled.

Fifty yards away were the dancing flames of
a camp fire. Figures were seated around it. Others moved about in
its vicinity.

Simon could hardly credit his own eyes. It
stupefied him that the frontiersman had spotted the camp from so
far off. And he was deeply ashamed for having doubted him. He
nodded, and King let go. “What now?” he whispered.

“You stay put while I go
have a look-see,” Nate said. He expected an argument and was
pleased when Ward merely bobbed his chin. Bending low, Nate padded
forward on cat’s feet. When he glimpsed the fire through the thick
grass, he slowed to a snail’s pace.

That the slavers had seen fit to make a fire
was encouraging. It meant they had no notion that someone was after
them. They were bound to post guards, but not until most of the
band had turned in.

Nate strained to hear snatches of
conversation. A pair of men were talking in Spanish. While he had
learned a little of the language down in New Mexico, he did not
know it well enough to be able to understand what they were saying.
Others were chatting in English, but he was not quite close enough
to eavesdrop.

A dozen yards from the camp, Nate shifted
his pistols. Usually he wore them wedged under his belt on either
side of his big metal buckle. Now he slid them around to his hips
so they would not drag on the ground.

Easing onto his belly,
Nate snaked nearer. He would crawl a foot or so, then pause to look
and listen. In this cautious manner he drew within six feet
of the flattened area in which the slavers had
made their camp.

The grass had not only been bent flat, but
wide areas had been grazed to the ground. In some spots the soil
had been torn up, as if by a pick and shovel.

Nate recognized the handiwork of buffalo
when he saw it. The slavers had gathered a pile of dry chips and
were using the dung as fuel. Its dusky scent hung heavy in the air,
mixed with the aroma of tobacco and the smell of horses.

As Nate had determined earlier in the day,
there were fourteen cutthroats in the band. Eight were clustered at
the fire, swapping stories. A few others played cards. One man was
cleaning his rifle, another honed a butcher knife. Saddles and
packs were lined up near the horse string for a quick getaway if
need be.

It worried Nate that there was no trace of
Felicity Ward. Given the vicious temperament of slavers, he would
not put it past them to have slit her throat and dumped her body on
the plain if she had given them too much trouble. Simon and he
might have passed within a few yards of her cold corpse and never
known it.

Then a lean slaver who
wore a black sombrero and Mexican-style clothes rose from near the fire with a tin
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