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Firewater

 


Life on the frontier can
often be brutal. Behind the untamed beauty of the Rockies lurks the
danger and hardship of harsh conditions that only the strongest can
endure. So when Artemis Borke opened a new trading post in Nate
King’s territory, everyone was delighted, including Touch the
Clouds, tribal leader of the neighboring Shoshones. Finally,
settlers and Shoshones alike would have access to goods and
supplies. Soon, however, things started to go wrong. Borke wasn’t
just selling trade goods, he was also selling liquor, which had
severe consequences for the Shoshone warriors and their families.
Even worse, Borke started trading with Crows, selling rifles to the
enemies of Touch the Clouds’ people. What began as a blessing soon
turned into a grave threat. The once peaceful Shoshone village,
torn apart by Borke’s firewater, would be an easy target for the
bloodthirsty Crows. Will Touch the Clouds, Nate King and his son be
able to stop the bloodshed before it’s too late?

 


Scar

 


The vast American frontier
was filled with unimaginable beauty, natural wonders … and
incredible danger. One of the fiercest of the predators that called
the Rockies home was the great grizzly bear, an awe-inspiring
creature, but also one of nature’s most fearsome killers. When a
huge grizzly began to threaten the native Utes, they turned to
their friend Nate King for help. Who better to trap a grizzly bear
than the legendary “Grizzly Killer,” as Nate had become known among
the Shoshones? Nate’s reputation as a hunter and tracker had spread
throughout his mountain home. But as the famous frontiersman set
out to end the reign of terror caused by the rogue bear, he quickly
saw that he would need all of his renowned skills and abilities.
This was no ordinary grizzly, and it would take a far-from-ordinary
man to kill it.
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WILDERNESS 39: FIREWATER


Prologue

The white men came to the Green River
country early in the Grass Moon. Seven big men on seven big horses,
leading a pack string of ten more. They made camp that first night
in a verdant meadow along a tributary of the Green known as Ham’s
Fork to the whites and Dead Elk Creek to the Shoshones.

The whites made no secret of their coming.
They were loud and boisterous. They joked and laughed a lot, but
the warriors who watched from concealment noticed that the laughter
did not touch their eyes. As was typical of whites, they built
their campfire twice as large as it should be, a fire so bright it
could be seen from far off.

Word was brought to the leader of the Green
River Shoshones. Touch the Clouds was a giant in stature as well as
reputation, a warrior universally respected by his people. Not
since the days of Moh-Woom-Ho had one of their number been so
highly regarded. In important matters he was always consulted. In
councils his views always held the most weight. So when he advised
his people to let the whites go their way in peace, the Shoshones
were content to go on about their own lives. As a precaution,
though, Touch the Clouds did send a pair of warriors back to
continue watching the intruders until the whites had passed through
Shoshone territory.

Then a strange thing happened.

The whites did not move on. They stayed
another sleep, and yet a third, and by the fourth day they were
busy chopping trees and dragging them to the center of the meadow,
where the whites trimmed and notched them.

The two young warriors sent to spy on the
whites did not know what to make of it. They soon realized the
whites were constructing a wooden lodge of considerable size, but
.what it might portend, they were at a loss to guess. The youngest,
Runs Across the River, raced to their village to relay the
news.

A council was called. Touch the Clouds had
the seat of honor. On his right was Drags the Rope, another
venerable warrior. On his left was Wis-Kin, or Cut Hair, whose
wrinkled face testified to his years and his wisdom. The lodge was
jammed. The Shoshones attached great importance to their dealings
with whites, and took great pride in the fact that of all the
tribes in the central Rockies, they alone had never lifted a white
scalp. The Crows, the Utes, the Black-feet, the Dakotas, all had
taken white lives. But not the Shoshones. Their leaders advocated
peace.

Touch the Clouds listened with great
interest to the young warrior’s account. When Runs Across the River
was done, murmuring broke out.

As usual, Hungry Wolf was first to voice his
opinion. And, as usual, his sentiments were laced with suspicion
and hostility. “Once again the whites treat our land as if it is
theirs,” he declared. “I have seen these wooden lodges before. The
white called Bridger, the one we call Blanket Chief, has built a
great wooden lodge many sleeps to the south. It is as tall as the
trees and has room inside for a hundred. This new one will be the
same. More whites will come. They will hunt our forests and fish
our streams. Our women and children will go hungry that the whites
may feed their bellies.” He paused for effect. “I say we go to
these whites. We tell them this land is our land and they must
build their lodge elsewhere.”

All eyes swung toward Touch the Clouds. “I,
too, have visited the Blanket Chiefs lodge,” he slowly began,
choosing his words with care. “His family and two other whites live
there with him. That is all. And they do not kill more game than
they need.” He swept those assembled with his piercing gaze. “How
can we say these new whites will do any different when we do not
know them or why they have come?”

“So you propose we do nothing?” Hungry Wolf
challenged. “I say that if we let these new whites build their
lodge in the middle of our territory, before too many winters we
will have whites everywhere we look. We must drive them out, now,
before their numbers increase.”

Some of the younger warriors voiced their
agreement. The young were always more ready to go to war than those
who had experienced it.

Touch the Clouds squared his broad shoulders
and placed his brawny hands on his knees. “That is Ute talk. Or
Blackfoot talk. They regard the whites as enemies. Since when do we
do the same? Have the whites ever wronged us? No. Have they ever
attacked us? No. They have offered us the hand of friendship and we
have accepted. We have even adopted one of their own into our
tribe.” He was referring to Nate King, better known as Grizzly
Killer. King’s wife, Wi-no-na, was Touch the Clouds’s cousin.

Hungry Wolf went to respond, but Drags the
Rope spoke first, saying, “What do you suggest we do, Touch the
Clouds?”

“We watch these whites. We see what they are
about. And when the time is right, I will pay them a visit.”

Hungry Wolf and the anti-white faction did
not like the decision, but they were not about to oppose Touch the
Clouds openly.

Over the course of the next moon, the white
men erected not one but four lodges. The largest was twenty paces
wide and forty paces long, and over the entrance they hung a short
plank bearing painted symbols. The second lodge was half that size,
and was where the white men slept at night. The third lodge was the
smallest and most peculiar. Before building it, the whites dug a
deep hole. Then, to the amazement of the warriors secreted in the
undergrowth, they constructed the lodge right on top of it. For all
that effort, the whites went into the small lodge only a couple of
times a day and never stayed very long. A rank odor was undoubtedly
to blame. Along about the fourth day after it was completed, every
time the door opened, the Shoshones smelled the most awful
stink.

The last lodge the whites built was for
their horses. The whites always barred it at night. In the daytime
the horses were not permitted to run free, but were instead penned
in a corral adjacent to the horse lodge. The whites spent several
days cutting grass and hauling it inside, piling a stack higher
than a man’s head.

The Shoshones knew why the whites didn’t let
their animals graze freely. The whites were afraid they would be
stolen. What with regular Blackfoot and Crow forays into Shoshone
country, their fear was justified.

It was to the whites’ credit that they never
strayed far from the meadow unless they went in pairs. And every
white man always had his guns with him—a long rifle and a brace of
pistols. They were always vigilant, always alert.

The Shoshones suspected the whites knew they
were being spied on. But either the whites knew the Shoshones were
friendly, or the whites were uncommonly brave, for they showed no
fear and took no extra precautions.

Then came the morning, one moon after the
whites arrived, that one of their number walked alone across the
meadow to the bank of Dead Elk Creek. The Shoshones had taken to
calling him Crooked Nose, because his nose had once been broken and
never healed properly. Crooked Nose carried a new rifle, an
ammunition pouch, and a stick. When he reached the bank, he jammed
the stick into the ground, propped the rifle against it, and draped
the ammo pouch over both. Stepping back, he turned toward the woods
where the spies were hidden, motioned as if beckoning, and jabbered
at some length in the white tongue.

Warriors from Touch the Clouds’s village had
been taking turns keeping watch. The two there at the time, Bear’s
Backbone and Sitting Eagle, glanced at each other, unsure what to
do. They saw the white man turn and go into the long lodge. None of
the others were out and about.

“Why did he leave the gun there?” Sitting
Eagle wondered.

“It is a stupid thing to do,” Bear’s
Backbone said. “A Crow or a Blackfoot could come and steal it.”

“Or one of us could run out there and grab
it,” Sitting Eagle proposed.

“What if it is a ruse?” Bear’s Backbone
countered. “What if they are trying to lure us out into the open so
they can shoot us?” Bear’s Backbone began to back away from the
thicket screening them. “Touch the Clouds must hear of this. He
will know what to do. He is more familiar with white ways.”

By noon Bear’s Backbone reached the village.
A council was called, and it was decided to send a formal
delegation to visit the whites and ascertain their motives. Touch
the Clouds led the party of twenty-six warriors. They arrived at
Dead Horse Creek by nightfall but stayed well off in the trees.

“We will wait for morning to talk to them,”
Touch the Clouds said. In order to demonstrate their peaceful
intentions, he had a fire kindled where the whites were bound to
notice it. He and the other warriors sat around the fire until
late, talking and generally making more noise than they ordinarily
would.

Dawn broke, and Touch the Clouds and his
close friend of many years, Drags the Rope, led ten Shoshones on
foot toward the wooden lodges. As Touch the Clouds anticipated, the
whites were expecting a visit, and when he was a stone’s throw from
the door, it opened and out filed the seven whites. He was
encouraged to see that none were armed.

The white man with the crooked nose stepped
out in front and smiled broadly, displaying a mouth full of teeth
yellowed by tobacco stains and neglect. “We welcome our red
brothers,” he said in his own tongue.

Drags the Rope translated. Thanks to his
close acquaintance with a white trapper when he was very young, and
later with Nate King, he spoke more than adequate English. Only
Nate’s wife spoke the white tongue more fluently.

The leader’s greeting mildly surprised Touch
the Clouds. While most whites were friendly enough to his people,
he was aware that many white men disliked and distrusted the ‘red
man.’ Some went so far as to believe that the only good Indian was
a dead one. “Tell him that if he speaks with a straight tongue, we
welcome them.”

The white man’s smile widened after Drags
the Rope conveyed the tidings. He had round cheeks and a round
belly, and his clothes were unkempt. Stubble sprinkled his double
chin, and his hair looked greasy. “My name is Borke. Artemis
Borke.” He looked Touch the Clouds up and down and softly whistled.
“You sure are a big ‘un. I reckon you’re the buck we’ve heard so
much about. The chief of the Green River Snakes.”

“I am Touch the Clouds.”

Borke glanced at one of the others, who
smirked and nodded. “We could tell by your buckskins and hair that
you were friendlies. Truth is, we’ve been hopin’ you would pay us a
visit. We have a business proposition to talk over. But first,”
Borke nodded toward the creek bank where the rifle was still
propped, “have one of your bucks fetch that long gun.

Drags the Rope relayed the request. Shoulder
Blade promptly moved toward Dead Elk Creek.

“We put it out as a gift for you,” Borke
explained. “As a token of the value we place in earning your
favor.”

“Why are you here?” Touch the Clouds
inquired through his friend.

Borke snickered. “You’re not one for beatin’
around the bush, are you, Chief? Fair enough. My pards and I aim to
open a tradin’ post. If your people bring us things we’re
interested in, we’ll see to it they get all the guns, blankets, and
foofaraw they want.”

Touch the Clouds studied the other whites.
They were sculpted from the same clay as Artemis Borke—rough-hewn,
unshaven, hard. All wore smiles. Yet Touch the Clouds felt a vague
sense of unease.

“We would like to have your permission,
Chief,” Borke had gone on. “We know this is Snake country. We know
it wouldn’t be right to conduct business without your say-so. So
how about it?”

“A trading post?” Touch the Clouds had been
to Bent’s Fort a few times, and once to Fort Hall. To reach either
involved a ride of many days. The idea of having a trading post in
the heart of Shoshone territory appealed to him, but he did not
want the whites to think he was too eager.

“You heard correctly, hoss,” Borke said,
nodding. “All the goods your people will ever want, right here for
the askin’. Blankets for your squaws. Hard candy for your sprouts.
Guns for every warrior.”

At that juncture Shoulder Blade walked up
with the new rifle and ammo pouch and gave them to Touch the
Clouds.

The rifle was a Hawken, favored by Nate King
and frontiersmen everywhere, not an inferior trade rifle like those
foisted on Indians by the Hudson’s Bay Company. Touch the Clouds
ran his huge hand over the smooth metal.

“Like it, do you?” Borke asked, chuckling.
“Who wouldn’t? And it’s yours, Chief. With our blessin’.”

“Mine?” Touch the Clouds said when Drags the
Rope relayed the news. He had never owned a white man’s weapon
before. His ash bow and long lance had always served him in good
stead. But from time to time he had entertained the thought of
trying a gun for a while to see if they were as reliable and deadly
as some claimed.

“Haven’t you been listenin’ to a word I’ve
told you? Yes, yours, free of charge. To prove we speak with
straight tongues.”

Several other warriors, Touch the Clouds
observed, were eyeing the rifle with obvious envy.

“Give it a try,” Borke prompted. “If you
need help loadin’ it, we’ll be glad to show you how.” Brazenly, he
came forward and placed a grimy hand on Touch the Clouds’s forearm.
“Think what it would mean if all your braves had guns like this!
Think how powerful it will make your people.” He lowered his voice
conspiratorially. “We know about the problems the Snakes have been
havin’ with the Crows, the Dakotas, the Blackfeet, and the Utes.
They raid your villages. They steal your horses. But not anymore!
Not if all your bucks are armed with the latest and best rifles on
the market.”

Drags the Rope was translating loudly enough
for the rest of the warriors to hear, and excited whispering
erupted.

“We’re not askin’ you to decide right this
moment,” Borke said. “Go back to your people. Palaver a spell. See
what they want. Then get back to us with your decision. We won’t
start up our post without your consent.”

Touch the Clouds idly wondered why, if that
was the case, the whites had already built it. He had to admit he
was growing as excited as his friends, but he had the welfare of
his people to think of and must not let his personal feelings sway
his decision. “Tell me. Do you know Nate King?”

The question caused Artemis Borke to blink.
“Sure I do, hoss. Who hasn’t heard of him? He’s been livin’ in
these mountains goin’ on twenty years now. Has him a Shoshone
squaw, too.”

Touch the Clouds looked the trader in the
eyes. “Tell this man, Drags the Rope, that we do not like it when
our women are called ‘squaws.’ “ Nate King had informed him the
term was derogatory, a slur on the virtue of their wives and
daughters.

Borke laughed good-naturedly. “My apologies,
Chief. Old habits are hard to break. You’ll never hear any of us
call one of your women a squaw again.” He clapped Touch the Clouds
on the shoulder. “As for Nate King, I’ve run into him now and
again. Folks say he’s as honorable as the year is long.” Borke’s
bushy eyebrows pinched together. “Why’d you ask, anyhow?”

“He is one of us.”

“A Snake? I thought he was—” Catching
himself, Borke chuckled. “Oh. I recollect now. Your tribe adopted
him, is that it? Well, you couldn’t have made a better choice if
you tried.”

Touch the Clouds considered Nate King a
virtual brother. To hear this praise pleased him immensely. “We
will hold a council,” he declared. “In three sleeps I will return
with our decision.” Wheeling, he reentered the forest, Drags the
Rope and the rest at his heels.

Artemis Borke grinned and waved as the
Shoshones melted into the vegetation. When they were out of
earshot, he winked at his companions and gleefully rubbed his hands
together. “What did I tell you, boys? Dumber than stumps, the whole
kit and caboodle. Before you know it, we’ll have ’em eatin’ out of
our hands.”


Chapter One

The tracks were plain as day.

Sometime in the middle of the night a bear
had wandered out of the woods to the south, made a circuit of the
clearing, then ambled close to their cabin and corral, and to their
horses.

It had been months since a bear wandered
into their remote valley, and Nate King had to determine whether
the roving bruin posed a threat to his family and their livestock.
Examining the prints, he was encouraged to discover it was a black
bear, not a grizzly. Judging from the size and the scat, he judged
it to be a young male.

The tracks led to a trail that linked their
cabin to a large lake. Hefting his rifle, Nate jogged through a
tract of towering pines and on down to the water’s edge. There the
bear had stopped to slake its thirst, then roved northward along
the shore.

Nate wasn’t worried about running into it.
In addition to his Hawken, he had a pair of large-caliber
smoothbore flintlock pistols wedged under his wide leather belt on
either side of his buckle. He also had a Bowie knife on his left
hip, a tomahawk on the right. Buckskins clung to his powerful
frame, and knee-high moccasins adorned his feet. Completing his
personal portrait were emerald-green eyes and raven-black hair.

About to continue on, Nate heard the patter
of small feet to his rear and pivoted. A pint-sized bundle of
energy wearing a green homespun dress and black shoes skipped
toward him.

“Pa! Why didn’t you wait for me?” his
twelve-year-old daughter, Evelyn, demanded.

“Your mother said she had chores for you to
do,” Nate responded. “I figured it would be a while before you were
free.”

“I talked Ma into letting me come along.”
Evelyn grinned. Like him, she had striking green eyes and
coal-black hair, but her oval face and lovely features were
inherited from her Shoshone mother. “Doing the dishes and washing
clothes can wait.”

Every morning Nate made a sweep of their
homestead looking for sign of hostiles or dangerous beasts. Every
morning Evelyn tagged along. It was ritual with them—just as it had
been with Nate and her older brother, Zach, who now had a wife of
his own and a homestead of his own several valleys over.

“Have you found something?” Evelyn
asked.

“Tracks,” Nate disclosed, pointing.

Evelyn examined the impressions. “A black
bear, I take it. Three, maybe four winters old. Nothing for us to
fret about, right?”

“Right,” Nate confirmed, proud at her
display of woodcraft. She had learned the lessons he’d taught her
well, and despite her tender years could hold her own with most
mountaineers. Too bad, he reflected, his instruction was all for
naught. For some time now she had been expressing a desire to move
to the States when she was old enough.

“Do we follow it anyhow to see where it got
to?”

“That we do.” The morning was brisk and
bright and a variety of birds were gaily chirping. Nate breathed
deep, and smiled. It was grand to be alive. Doubly so, since when
his oldest flew the coop, he had learned to appreciate how precious
every moment spent with his children truly was.

Evelyn wagged her .31-caliber custom-made
rifle in the direction the bear had gone. “Likely he’s over the
mountains by now.”

“Let’s hope so,” Nate agreed. He refused to
abide potential threats to his family, four-legged or otherwise.
Consequently, he made it a point to drive off every bear, painter,
and wolverine tempted to stake out the valley as its own.

Resting her rifle across her shoulder,
Evelyn marched briskly at his side, taking two steps for each of
his. “Ma did say we could use a new bearskin rug. The one in front
of the fireplace is worn to a frazzle.”

Their current rug had made the mistake of
trying to break into their corral to get at their horses, forcing
Nate to drop it with a shot to the brainpan. That had been seven
years ago, and the rug had sustained a lot of wear and tear in the
interim. But the truth be told, Nate wasn’t particularly eager to
kill the one they were trailing. It hadn’t done them any harm.

“Mind if I ask you a question, Pa?”

“Ask away, daughter,” Nate said. Of late she
had turned into a fount of queries, most dealing with life in the
white man’s world. This time was no exception.

“You grew up in New York City. You’ve been
to New Orleans and Santa Fe and such.” Evelyn looked up. “What’s it
like living in places like that?”

Nate patted her head. “You’ve asked that
question fifty times if you’ve asked it once. I should think you
would have my answer memorized by now.”

“Tell me again. Please.”

Sighing, Nate cradled his Hawken in the
crook of an elbow. “It’s nothing like life here. There are more
people than you can shake a stick at, for one thing. The streets
are jammed every hour of the day and most of the night, and you
need to be mighty careful crossing them or you’re liable to be run
down—”

“What about the ladies?”

In his mind’s eye, Nate flashed back to his
younger years and some of the girls he had known before he headed
for the frontier. “They wear the prettiest dresses they can afford
and spend a lot of their free time shopping for new ones. They have
a passion for the theater, and will go every chance they get.
They’re also fond of balls and socials, and will spend half the
night dancing if given the chance. They like to have their hair
done up real fancy-like. And to paint their nails.” He summed up
his assessment with, “Mostly, they just like to have fun.”

“I want to live like they do!” Evelyn
exclaimed. “To wear fine clothes everywhere! To eat at restaurants!
To take a carriage wherever I need to go!” Clasping her hands to
her bosom, Evelyn sighed happily. “It will be heavenly.”

Nate would rather she preferred mountain
life to city living, but she had her mind made up. “All you think
about are the good aspects. You never give any thought to the
bad.”

“To so many people a person can’t hardly
breathe without bumping into someone else? To the soot in the air
in the winter? To the smell of horse droppings all the time? To the
footpads who will steal me blind as soon as look at me?” Evelyn
bobbed her oval chin. “I never forget a word you say.”

“Yet you still intend on leaving us,” Nate
said sadly.

“I’m sorry, Pa. I know it upset Ma and you
something terrible. But I want to go. Maybe I won’t like it. Maybe
city life isn’t as grand as I think it is. But the only way I’ll
find out is if I live in one for a spell.”

“That’s true,” Nate conceded. “But I think
you’ll find that living here has a lot to recommend it, too.”

“Maybe so. But in the States, folks can go
outside without having to worry about being eaten by a grizzly. Or
jumped by a mountain lion. Or bitten by a rattlesnake. Or having
their scalp lifted by hostiles.” Evelyn sighed. “Want me to go
on?”

“Is that the real reason you want to leave?
All the dangers here?” Nate couldn’t blame her if it was. In the
wild the cost of self-preservation was eternal vigilance. It didn’t
do to let one’s guard down for an instant. And he would be the
first to admit it became mighty tiresome after a while. Always
being alert, always living on edge, chafed at the nerves and ate at
the soul. Some couldn’t take the strain.

“Why put up with stuff like that when we
don’t have to?”

Once again, Nate was impressed by his
offspring’s insight. She was wise beyond her tender years, a trait
he attributed to her mother’s influence. “Your ma and I have talked
it over. Whatever you decide is fine by us. If you want to go to
the States, we’ll take you there and help set you up on your own.
But don’t hold it against us if we don’t jump up and down with
joy.”

Evelyn giggled. “You make it sound as if
you’ll never see me again once I’m gone. I promise I’ll come visit
you as often as can be. And heck, it’s years yet before I’m
leaving. So why be so upset?”

Thankfully for Nate, the bear’s tracks
veered into the pines, giving him an excuse to nip their talk in
the bud and concentrate on something else. Guided by its nose, the
bear had wound through the heavy woodland to a log, which it had
ripped to bits seeking grubs. From there, the hairy intruder had
meandered toward a high ridge that separated their sanctuary from
the outside world.

“It’s not heading for one of the passes,”
Evelyn observed.

No, it wasn’t, Nate mused. And that meant it
had bedded down somewhere in their valley instead of leaving. “I’ll
take you on home and go out after him on my own.”

Evelyn halted and folded her arms across her
chest. “Why can’t we do it together? I won’t get in your way.”

“You’re the one who doesn’t like danger,
remember?” Nate wasn’t trying to rub her nose in it. Her welfare
was his utmost concern.

“What danger? It’s a black bear. They hardly
ever attack people.”

“Hardly ever,” Nate stressed. There were
exceptions. He recalled a Flathead who had been off elk hunting
with friends. At one point the warrior followed fresh elk tracks
into a thicket, and the next thing his companions knew, out of it
burst the most horrendous screams and roars. A sleeping black bear
hadn’t taken kindly to almost being stepped on. The warrior was
laid up in his lodge for months and his face was forever
disfigured.

Another time, several young Shoshone women
were off picking berries when out of the berry patch appeared a
black bear. The women yelled to shoo it off, but the bear had other
ideas. It knocked one of the women down, tearing her leg open from
knee to hip, then bit down on her shoulder and proceeded to drag
her off. The screams of her friends brought warriors on the run.
Four arrows ended the bear’s life, while the young woman spent the
rest of hers a cripple.

“I’m not worried when I’m with you,” Evelyn
was saying. “They don’t call you Grizzly Killer for nothing.”

As one of the first whites to settle in the
Rockies, it had been Nate’s misfortune to tangle with grizzlies on
more occasions than he cared to count. Back then, the monsters had
been everywhere. Trappers and mountain men had thinned their ranks
considerably, and although Nate still ran into one on occasion, he
hadn’t had to kill a griz in a coon’s age. Again the tracks veered,
this time to the northeast, and soon emerged from the forest fifty
yards from the ridge. Littered with boulders and crisscrossed by
dry washes and ravines, it was an ideal resting spot for a tired
bear.

“It’ll be awful hard flushing him out of
there, won’t it?” Evelyn asked.

That it would. “I want you to stay here and
wait for me,” Nate said, adding quickly when she opened her mouth,
“And not a lick of protest, or I’ll find even more chores for you
to do.”

“Ahh, Pa,” Evelyn pouted. “I’m a big girl
now. I can take care of myself.”

“You heard me.”

The prints guided Nate to the mouth of a
steep-sided coulee. Pressing the Hawken’s stock to his shoulder, he
warily entered it. The walls blotted out the sun, plunging him in
shadow. He didn’t like being hemmed in, didn’t like not having much
room to maneuver if the bear came at him.

A bend was ahead. Nate approached it slowly,
placing each foot down with care. A peek revealed another straight
stretch. It also showed him that the walls narrowed to a width of
five to six feet. A scowl creased Nate’s countenance. For all he
knew, the coulee might end farther in. The last thing he wanted was
to accidentally trap the black bear back in there with no other way
out. No animal liked to be cornered.

Beads of sweat broke out on Nate’s brow.
Attributing it to the heat of the day, he moved on. He was
conscious of the lack of wind, of oppressive silence, of the faint,
inadvertent scrape of his moccasin. A second bend appeared. He was
six feet from it when an ominous growl filled the coulee.

Nate stopped dead. The bear
had either caught his scent or heard him. Sidling to the right, he
tried to catch a glimpse of it but couldn’t. Another growl, louder
and more guttural, warned him it was growing agitated. He had to do
something or it might attack. Thinking to scare it out the other
end of the coulee—provided the coulee had another end— he shouted, “Ho!
Bear! Light a shuck before I blow out your wick!”

Taut silence fell. Nate strained his ears
but couldn’t hear a thing. Still hoping to drive it away rather
than kill it, he stomped his foot and hollered, “Get out of here,
damn you! Go make a nuisance of yourself somewhere else!”

Nate inwardly chuckled at his own
foolishness. Here he was, going to all this effort to spare the
animal’s life, when most mountaineers would shoot it down without a
second thought. “What’s it going to be?” he yelled.

Again, a deep silence. Nate inched forward,
his thumb on the Hawken’s hammer, his forefinger curled around the
trigger. He couldn’t hear heavy breathing, which he construed as a
good sign. Maybe the bear was already gone.

“Pa?”

Evelyn’s faint cry was muted by the high
walls. Without thinking, Nate turned his head to answer. At that
very instant, a roar shook the coulee and the black bear hurtled
around the bend, charging straight at him. Nate barely had time to
pivot before the bear slammed into him like a living battering
ram.

Too late, Nate squeezed the trigger. The
ball tore into the ground, not the bear, as Nate was upended like a
sliver of straw in a gale. He tumbled head over heels and hit the
left-hand wall with jarring impact.

Another roar reverberated.

Nate struggled to his knees and saw the bear
coming at him with its long fangs bared. He had lost the Hawken,
but he still had his .55-caliber pistols, either of which could
down the beast at short range. Whipping them out, he extended them
and thumbed back the hammers to shoot.

The bear never gave him the chance. In a
black blur it was on top of him, its claw-tipped paws flashing.

A powerful blow flung Nate back against the
wall. His left pistol went flying. Dazed, he brought the right one
up and was seared by intense pain in his shoulder. The bear’s jaws
were clamped fast. He could feel its teeth grate on bone. Their
eyes met, mere inches apart, and the sight of those blazing dark
orbs glaring balefully into his galvanized Nate into shoving the
pistol’s muzzle against the bear’s neck and stroking the
trigger.

It didn’t have the desired effect.

Rumbling deep in its barrel chest, the black
bear reared back, hauling Nate along with it. A bruising paw struck
Nate’s arm, another clipped him on the side of the head. He was
shaken much as a terrier would shake a squirrel, then suddenly
slung flat onto his back. Blinking, he saw the bear straddle him,
saw its maw gape wide, and felt sticky saliva drip onto his neck
and face.

“Let my pa be!”

It took several seconds for the defiant cry
to register. Nate and the black bear both twisted their necks.
There, not ten feet away, stood Evelyn. She had her rifle elevated
and was taking a bead on the bear’s head.

“Evelyn, run!” Nate bawled. Her Hawken was meant for small game. It lacked
the kick to drop a bear and would only enrage it further. “Get out
of here!” If she didn’t, the beast might rip her to ribbons. “Fetch
your mother!”

His shouts brought the renewed wrath of the
bear down on his head. Nate winced as claws raked his forehead.
Warm blood spurted, covering his right eye and threatening to blind
his left, as well. He tried to roll aside, but the bear smashed a
paw onto his chest, pinning him.

“I told you to let him be!” Evelyn cried.
Her rifle cracked.

The bear snarled and swiveled.

Fearing for her life, Nate did the only
thing he could. He flung his left arm around the bear’s neck and
clung on fast while simultaneously drawing his Bowie and burying it
to the hilt just under the bear’s protruding jaw. More blood
flowed. But whether it was his or the bear’s, Nate couldn’t say. A
paw nearly tore him loose as he was dragged toward Evelyn. Frantic,
he sank the blade in again and again and again.

Evelyn shouted something he couldn’t quite
hear. The bear was almost on top of her. Nate wrenched with all his
strength, and the animal staggered. There was another roar, the
loudest yet, and they both crashed to the ground, Nate buried under
hundreds of pounds of solid brawn. He kept on stabbing, stabbing,
stabbing. His vision blurred, the world a red haze, but he didn’t
stop.

“Pa! Enough! He’s done for!”

Small hands gripped Nate’s wrist and
wouldn’t let go. He let his arm go limp and rubbed his face against
the bear’s hide to wipe the blood off his eyes. Evelyn swam into
focus. “Are you all right?” Her own eyes were brimming with tears.
“Did it hurt you?”

“I’m fine,” Evelyn said, her face
chalk-white.

“But Pa, you ...” She couldn’t bring herself
to finish what she was going to say.

Nate glanced down and felt something flap
against his eyes. Reaching up, he discovered it was a flap of his
own skin, peeled from his forehead like an apple skin from an
apple. His shoulders, chest, and legs were a maze of slashes and
cuts, and he was bleeding profusely. Weakness assailed him and bile
rose in his throat. Choking it down, he girded himself to stand and
placed both hands flat under him.

“Don’t, Pa! You’d never make it home, the
shape you’re in. Lie real still while I run and fetch Ma.”

“I can manage,” Nate insisted. But when he
started to stand, the weakness worsened and a tidal wave of
dizziness washed over him. He sank back, a loud groan escaping his
lips.

“Hang on,” Evelyn said encouragingly while
backing down the coulee. “I won’t be long.”

“All I need is a minute or two to rest up,”
Nate said. But she wasn’t there to hear. Turning his neck, he
caught sight of her rounding the far bend. Her worry, her love,
brought a knot to his throat. She was a good girl, that child of
his, and would do any parent proud.

About to close his eyes, Nate was startled
by a noise from close at hand. Thinking the bear wasn’t done for,
he clutched at his tomahawk. But the brute was as limp as a wet rag
and leaking blood like a sieve; its sides weren’t moving, its lips
were slack. It was as dead as dead could be. So what made the
noise?

Using his left hand for leverage, Nate
propped himself against the wall. The ground was damp and sticky,
his buckskins drenched scarlet. Palely gleaming bone was visible
through the gash in his shoulder.

The irony didn’t escape him. After all the
grizzlies Nate had slain, to be nearly done in by a puny black bear
was downright humiliating.

Nate grinned at the notion. Ever so slowly,
he sat up. His shoulder and a wound in his thigh were bleeding the
worst. He had to stop the flow, but he had nothing to stop it with.
Or did he? He could cut his shirt into strips to use as
tourniquets. His Bowie, though, was still embedded in the bear. His
tomahawk, which he kept honed to a sharp edge, might suffice.

Weariness oozing from every pore, Nate tried
to slip his shirt off over his head. He was asking the impossible.
To hell with it, then, he thought, and slumped back. He was so
ungodly tired, he didn’t feel like lifting a finger. Shutting his
eyes, he grit his teeth against ripples of pain and hoped he could
stay conscious until his wife got there. Winona would take good
care of him. A wizard with herbs and roots, she knew of medicinal
concoctions white doctors had never heard of. Tremendously
effective ointments and the like.

Again Nate heard a noise. Cracking his
eyelids, he scanned the coulee but saw nothing to account for it.
The bear was where it had fallen. And it would be half an hour or
so before Winona showed up.

His drowsiness growing, Nate let his mind
drift. He recollected his initial trek to the Rockies in the
company of his favorite uncle, and how events conspired to strand
him in the wilderness. Most people would regard it as a calamity,
yet out of it came great happiness. For eventually he met Winona,
and now had a family and home he held preciously dear.

In the scheme of things, Nate counted
himself supremely lucky. He had a wife who loved him, heart and
soul. He had two children who had grown as straight as ramrods. He
lived in the mountains he cherished, surrounded by majestic peaks
and pristine natural beauty. And he was free, truly free, with no
one trying to tell him what he should and shouldn’t do. No one
trying to lord it over him.

Nate hadn’t truly appreciated true freedom
until he left civilization and the invisible bars of his cage were
gone. Before he came west, he had been at the beck and call of a
tyrannical boss who treated him with ill-concealed contempt and
worked him long hours for scant pay, all the while acting as if it
were the biggest favor anyone ever did him.

Civilization was peculiar in that regard.
The rich lived in vaults of luxury while the poor struggled for
scraps for their next meal. Politicians claimed they always had
everyone’s best interests at heart while secretly lining their
pockets with all the money they could hoard. Laws were enforced
differently for those with bulging wallets and those without.

Nate wanted none of that. He had always had
a strong dislike of hypocrisy, and the life he had forsaken reeked
of it. Folks always putting on airs, always pretending to be
something other than what they were. Give him the honest,
unfettered life of a frontiersman any day.

Against his will, Nate dozed off. He slept
fitfully, his rest broken by snatches of chaotic dreams.

Then a rattling sound snapped Nate fully
awake. Small stones and dirt were cascading down the opposite wall.
He looked up and saw a shadow flit across the top of the coulee.
His pulse quickened, and he placed his hand on his tomahawk.

Somewhere beyond the coulee a bird squawked.
To the south, mere specks in the firmament, several buzzards
circled.

More stones clattered, originating from a
cluster of boulders on the rim. Nate scoured them with care but saw
nothing to be alarmed about. Then there was a flicker of movement
and he spotted a tawny snake jerking from side to side.

A snake, Nate knew,
attached to a feline form crouched behind the boulders.
Attached to a mountain lion. His rifle was out of reach. He might be able to crawl to a
pistol, but could he load it? He doubted he had the
energy.

The cat’s tail stiffened, and the next
instant the painter raised its head. Cold, slanted eyes fixed on
the bear, switched to Nate, and swung back again. Nate figured the
big cat had heard the ruckus and slunk close to investigate. Now
the aroma of spilled blood had enticed it into the open and put it
in a mind to help itself to a meal.

Nate pried at his tomahawk, trying to slide
it out from under his belt. His fingers felt thick and awkward, and
his arms were as sluggish as snails. If the cat pounced, he
wouldn’t be able to lift a finger to defend himself.

As if the predator had read his thoughts, it
rose higher and stepped from behind the boulders. Brilliant
sunlight bathed a magnificent male of the species. Sinews rippling
under its sleek hide, it moved to the edge and crouched to
leap.

Nate opened his mouth to shout, but his
mouth and throat were too dry. All that came out was a pitiable
croak. Licking his lips, he swallowed a few times and squawked,
“Get out of here, you mangy painter!”

The sound of a human voice ordinarily gave
wild creatures pause. Some mountaineers believed the Good Lord
instilled a fear of man in all wildlife. They saw mankind as the
masters of creation and the beasts as naturally subservient. All a
man had to do was show he had no fear and an animal would go
running off with its tail tucked between its legs.

That was their notion, anyway. Nate had
indeed scared off many a cougar and many a bear with loud shouts,
but it didn’t always work. And it didn’t work now. Instead of
backing off, the big cat snarled and hissed and dug its claws into
the earth.

“This just isn’t my day,” Nate said
softly.

The next moment, the mountain lion
leaped.


Chapter Two

The day had started as most any other.

Situated on a grassy belt adjacent to the
Green River, the Shoshone encampment was arranged in traditional
fashion. The hundred-plus lodges, many decorated with symbols, were
arranged in large circles, their openings to the east. Nearby were
hundreds of horses, grazing under the watchful eyes of young boys.
Young girls were accompanying their mothers to the river for
water.

Touch the Clouds gazed across the camp and
smiled in serene satisfaction. He had just pushed the flap to his
lodge aside and unfurled to his full height to greet the new dawn,
as was his custom. A sparkling blue sheen marked the winding course
of the river. Beyond it grew dense forest, the tops of the trees
framed by a rosy glow. Stretching out his long arms, he sang a
chant of praise to Dam Apua.

Mornings were Touch the Clouds’s favorite
time of day. The world and all in it were so fresh, so new. He
thanked the Father for his being alive, for his three wives and
seven children, and asked for continued guidance in leading his
people. As war chief he had a huge responsibility. Every decision
he made must be a wise one.

Soon a golden crown wreathed the horizon.
Warmth splashed across Touch the Clouds’s face like heat from a
fire. He smiled, pleased all was well with the world. His people
were happy, their bellies full. Their enemies had not molested them
in over a moon. Life did not get any better.

Touch the Clouds was about to go back into
his lodge when moccasins pattered and around it hustled Little
Grasshopper, young and lovely wife of Runs Across the River. Her
eyes betrayed her state of mind, but she dutifully stopped and
politely bowed her chin.

“I am sorry to disturb you, Great One. I
have come to you for help.”

Touch the Clouds was keenly conscious of the
high esteem in which his people held him. While he was flattered,
he was not fond of receiving special treatment. In truth, he was
just another man. Larger than any living Shoshones, yes. Stronger
than any other warrior, undeniably. But still just another man. “My
heart is happy to see the wife of my friend,” he said out of
politeness. “How may I be of help?”

“Runs Across the River did not come back
last night,” Little Grasshopper divulged, and bit her lower
lip.

Touch the Clouds understood her anxiety.
Shoshones did not like being abroad after dark. Nighttime was when
evil beings like the NunumBi were abroad. Except when on hunting
trips or on raids, warriors made it a point to return to their
villages by sunset. “Did your man go off hunting or to visit
another village?”

“He went to visit the white men.”

Touch the Clouds did not miss the bitterness
in Little Grasshopper’s tone. “You think he spent all night at the
trading post?”

“I do not know what to think anymore. Runs
Across the River has gone there every day for ten sleeps. Each
evening he came home later and later. He would laugh and giggle a
lot, which is not like him. And he smelled of horse urine.”

Touch the Clouds was disturbed to note tears
at the corner of Little Grasshopper’s eyes. It indicated how upset
she was. Crying in public was frowned on except when a loved one
died. But the references to giggling and horse urine disturbed him
even more. Winters past, back when whites were beaver hungry, he
attended several of their annual rendezvous, as the whites called
them, and beheld firsthand the effects of another substance they
craved almost as much. “Firewater,” he said, one of the few English
words he knew, more to himself than to his visitor.

“I am sorry?” Little Grasshopper said in
their own tongue.

“A drink the whites are fond of,” Touch the
Clouds explained. “They call it ‘whiskey.’ Or ‘firewater.’ Or
‘rotgut.’”

“The Crows drink it too, do they not?”
Little Grasshopper said. “Why do so many use something that reeks
so awful and makes them behave like children?”

Touch the Clouds had once asked his good
friend Nate King a similar question. Nate had sighed and responded,
“People drink for different reasons. Some do it to forget their
troubles and woes. Some do it because others do. Some because once
they have a taste, they can’t stop.”

After witnessing how belligerent whites
became after drowning themselves in it, after beholding dozens of
fist-fights, knifings, and shootings, Touch the Clouds reached the
conclusion that firewater was yet another aspect of white culture
his people were better off without. In tribal councils he advised
against its use, warning that if the Shoshones weren’t careful,
they would end up like the Crows.

Among that tribe there was a saying to the
effect that a Crow who drank the white man’s liquor was no longer a
Crow. Far too many of their young warriors had developed a fondness
for it, and as a result the Crows had become the laughing stock of
tribes far and wide. Where once they had been proud warriors, now
many spent their days haunting forts and trading posts for handouts
so they could buy more firewater.

“I will go look for your husband,” Touch the
Clouds announced.

Little Grasshopper brightened and
impulsively grasped his forearm. “Would you, please? Tell him his
wife and children are worried for his safety and eager for him to
come home. He respects you highly and will listen to you.”

“I will be back with him when the sun is
there,” Touch the Clouds predicted, pointing overhead. “Assure your
children all will be well.”

“Thank you, Great One,” Little Grasshopper
gushed. Beaming happily, she dipped her chin and virtually flew
toward her lodge.

Touch the Clouds’s features darkened.
Pivoting, he hurried toward his personal horse herd, grazing an
arrow’s flight up the valley under the care of two of his sons.
They rushed to greet him, no doubt in the mistaken belief he was
going on a ride and might take one or the other along.

“Bring the sorrel,” Touch the Clouds
directed, and promptly wheeled. Next to his favorite warhorse—an
outstanding animal he had obtained in trade with the Nez Perce—the
sorrel was the fastest he possessed, and had great stamina. It
could go all day and half a night without flagging.

Only one of his wives, the newest,
Chickadee, was in their lodge, busy rolling up the hides they had
slept on the night before. She glanced up as he marched to the peg
on which his bow and quiver hung and slung them across his
back.

“You are leaving us to hunt, husband?”

“I go to the white trading post,” Touch the
Clouds informed her. Offering no more information, he strode back
out before she could badger him with questions. Unlike his other
wives, she had not yet learned to tell when he did not care to
discuss matters, and to hold her tongue accordingly.

Touch the Clouds did not want Runs Across
the River’s absence to become common knowledge. If what he
suspected was true, he hoped to avoid bringing shame down on the
young fool’s head.

Crossing the circle, Touch the Clouds
squatted in front of another lodge. “Drags the Rope? Are you in
there?”

The hide parted. Tall of frame and
uncommonly muscular of build, Drags the Rope straightened. A
welcoming smile faded. “What is wrong, my friend?”

In hushed tones, Touch the Clouds related
the little he knew, concluding with, “I would like for you to
translate for me.”

“As always, your wish is my wish,” Drags the
Rope said. “I will join you at the trees. Should I ask Shoulder
Blade and some of the others to go along?”

“No,” Touch the Clouds answered. The more
that were asked, the more likely it was word would reach Hungry
Wolf and some of the more troublesome warriors. “The two of us are
sufficient.”

His boys had the sorrel waiting.
Distinguished by white stockings and a white blaze on its forehead,
the horse stamped and snorted, raring to be off. Touch the Clouds
accepted the rope reins and went to climb on.

“May we go with you, Father?” the oldest boy
requested.

“Not this day.”

Morning meals were under way, and few
Shoshones were abroad. Those who were saw nothing unusual in his
departure. A few smiled and waved.

Drags the Rope was true to his word and
caught up at the tree line. The trail to the trading post on Dead
Elk Creek was well-defined. Too much so, given how short a span the
post had been there. They took it at a trot.

“I heard a rumor that some of our young men
were spending too much time at the post,” Drags the Rope commented.
“Now we have proof.”

“I did not hear this
rumor.,,

“My wife told me. Among the women it is
common knowledge.”

“Ah. The women,” Touch the Clouds said. When
it pertained to village matters, the women always knew what was
going on. Their fondness for gossip had a lot do with it.

They had gone only a short distance when off
in the pines to their left a horse nickered. Shifting, Touch the
Clouds spied a riderless bay off among the trees.

“Runs Across the River owns a horse like
that,” Drags the Rope said.

Touch the Clouds left the trail and
cautiously drew near. It might be that his anger was unfounded. The
missing warrior could have fallen prey to their many enemies, who
loved to lie in wait and pick off the unwary. The last hapless
victim had been a woman who went off to fill a basket with berries
and was found horribly mutilated. Tracks implicated the Bloods.

A groan brought Touch the Clouds to a halt.
Quickly sliding an arrow from his quiver, he notched it to his
bowstring. Drags the Rope raised a lance.

The bay wearily stood staring at them, its
legs and sides flecked with dust. The animal had been ridden hard,
to the point of exhaustion.

A new groan sounded. This time Touch the
Clouds pinpointed the source: a prone figure partially hidden in
high weeds. It had to be the missing warrior. Touch the Clouds
scoured the ground for sign left by a hostile war party, but there
was none.

Drags the Rope was scanning the woods. “I
see no one else.”

“Runs Across the River, is that you?” Touch
the Clouds called out.

The young warrior abruptly sat up and looked
around in confusion. His hair was disheveled, his clothes splotched
with dirt. “Touch the Clouds?” he said thickly. “Drags the Rope?”
Pressing a hand to his temple, he winced. “I hurt. It feels as if a
bull buffalo is in my head, kicking to get out.”

“You were not attacked?” Touch the Clouds
inquired, slowly lowering his bow.

“Attacked?” Runs Across the River touched
his face, his head. “No, I do not think so. Where am I? How did I
get here?”

“You do not remember?” From Drags the
Rope.

Runs Across the River pondered a moment.
“The last I recall is being at the trading post. I played dice with
the whites and won a cloth for Little Grasshopper.” Twisting, he
groped in the weeds. “Ah. Here it is.” He smiled and held up a
strip of red material about as long as a man’s arm and twice as
wide. “Isn’t this pretty? She will love it.”

“That she will,” Touch the Clouds agreed.
The women of their tribe couldn’t get enough of such foofaraw, as
the whites called it. Many constantly nagged their husbands for it,
causing quite a few arguments and promising to cause more.

“Why can I not remember what happened after
that?” Runs Across the River asked. He went to stand and
involuntarily groaned. Doubling over, he gasped for air like a fish
out of water and said through clenched teeth, “The pain is worse! I
must be sick.”

Touch the Clouds unnotched his arrow and
placed it in his quiver. “Did you drink firewater while you were
there?”

Runs Across the River froze. “I had a
little,” he reluctantly admitted.

“Do you drink it often?”

The young warrior slowly rose and took a
faltering step toward his mount. “You ask a lot—” he began, and got
no further. Halting, he shut his eyes and swayed like a reed in a
strong wind. “The pounding!”

Touch the Clouds felt little sympathy; Runs
Across the River had brought the torment on himself. “You did not
answer.”

“I have had a little, yes,” was the
defensive reply. “What of it? So do Mono and Oapiche and Meteetse
and many others.”

All younger men. All married, with families.
Touch the Clouds intended to visit each one later, but first he had
to have a talk with the whites. “Your wife is worried about you.
She was afraid something had happened.” He thought Runs Across the
River would be touched by her devotion, but he was mistaken.

“So she went to you? That is what you are
doing here?” Clenching his fists, Runs Across the River stepped to
the bay. “I am a grown man. I do not need you or Drags the Rope or
anyone else to look after me.”

“Grown men do not leave their families alone
all night,” Touch the Clouds said. “What if the Piegans or the
Bloods raided us while you were gone?”

The query gave Runs Across the River pause.
“I see your point, and I am sorry for my hard words. Blame my
headache.” Grunting, he swung up. “I will go straight to my lodge
and apologize to her.”

“A man is truly mature when he is wise
enough to admit he makes mistakes.”

Runs Across the River jabbed his heels into
the bay and headed for their village, still gritting his teeth.

Touch the Clouds and Drags the Rope looked
at each other, then trotted in the other direction. Out of habit
they traveled in silence, alert for danger. Chipmunks chattered as
they passed by. Deer bounded off at their approach. To the
northwest a pair of white-crowned eagles soared high in the
sky.

Touch the Clouds hadn’t been to the trading
post since that day Artemis Borke gave him a Hawken. So he was
quite taken aback when, at midday, he reached the bank of Dead Elk
Creek and discovered that a log stockade now surrounded the
buildings. At the southwest corner stood a tall tower in which a
sentry was posted. A wide gate hung partway open.

The sentry caught sight of them right away.
Leaning from the tower, he said something to someone below.

“He spoke too quietly for me to hear,’ Drags
the Rope said.

Seconds later, to
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