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Tomahawk Revenge

In 1828, few white men had set foot west of
the Mississippi River, and of those who did, even fewer lived to
describe the unknown territory. Only tough mountain men like
Nathaniel King had the strength and knowledge to carve out a life
in that savage region. But when a war party of Blackfoot Indians
kidnapped his friend Shakespeare McNair, Nathaniel found his
survival skills tested as never before. If King made one mistake,
neither he nor Shakespeare would ever tell anyone their tale.

Black Powder Justice

In 1828, few white men dared to venture into
the immense, unsettled region west of the Mississippi. And of those
who did, only courageous men like Nathaniel King had the skills and
strength to survive the harsh, frozen wilderness. But when three
vicious trappers ambushed him and kidnapped his pregnant wife,
Winona, King faced the greatest challenge of his life. For if Nate
did not rescue Winona and their unborn child, the life he had
worked so hard to build would be worthless.
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Chapter One

The sharp retort carried for miles.

Those eagles and hawks soaring high above the
nearby massive mountains heard it, as did the elk, deer, and
buffaloes inhabiting the sea of verdant forest covering the slopes
and valleys in all directions. Chipmunks ceased scampering,
squirrels stopped chattering, and even bears paused to listen
intently. All the songbirds within hearing range fell silent. So
alien a sound could only mean one thing. The most dangerous
predator of all was abroad: man.

Borne by the stiff breeze, the sound echoed
and reverberated, diminishing with the distance traveled, until
finally another pair of ears heard it.

Up went a square chin as the
listener cocked his head to one side. His broad shoulders
straightened under his buckskins and his green eyes crinkled in
concentration. A mane of black hair framed his rugged features. Tied at the back, suspended
with the quill jutting upward, was an eagle feather. A powder horn
and a bullet pouch were slanted across his muscular chest. Wedged
under his brown leather belt were two flintlock pistols, one on
either side of the buckle. A butcher knife in a beaded sheath
dangled from his left hip. Held in his left hand was a Hawken rifle
obtained months before in St. Louis.

The brawny nineteen-year-old lowered his head
when the sound died away and beat a hasty path to the northeast,
crossing a low ridge and descending to a wide stream meandering
through a scenic valley. He turned upstream and scoured both banks
until he spied another figure ahead. “Shakespeare!”

The object of the young man’s attention
glanced around. He also wore fringed buckskins, while on his head
rested a brown beaver hat that scarcely contained his bushy gray
hair. A beard and mustache of the same color gave his weathered
face a grizzled aspect. Eyes the hue of a clear alpine lake
regarded the younger man expectantly. A bullet pouch and powder
horn adorned his person, as did a single flintlock and a butcher
knife. Held in the crook of his right arm was a rifle.

“Did you hear that shot?” asked the
youthful mountaineer as he approached.

“I might be getting on in years, but my
ears still work just fine,” responded Shakespeare. “Is that what
has you so excited?”

“It could be Indians.”

“It could, Nate,” Shakespeare admitted.
“It could also be another trapper hunting game for his supper, like
you’re supposed to be doing.”

“I saw an elk and was following its
tracks when I heard the shot and figured I’d better get back to
you.”

“Afraid I can’t handle
myself?”

“Of course not. There isn’t a white man
alive who knows these Rocky Mountains better than you do. But we
are in Ute country, and we both know they hate all trappers. If
they cut our trail they’ll go out of their way to hunt us down and
kill us.”

“Whoever did the shooting is miles from
here. Even if it is a band of Utes, I doubt we have anything to
worry about.”

Nathaniel King gazed to the west at a
snow-crowned peak and hoped his mentor was right. The last thing he
wanted was another run-in with hostile Indians. Since venturing
into the Great American Desert, as the land west of the Mississippi
River was known back in the States, he’d tangled with the Kiowas,
the Blackfeet, the Bloods, and others. Each time he’d been
fortunate to escape with his scalp, and he wasn’t eager to test his
luck again.

Not that anyone would think to call him a
coward. He’d proven his courage time and again, and in the process
had acquired the Indian name of Grizzly Killer. Although he was
tender in years, his exploits were already making the rounds of
campfires in the Rockies and the Plains. If the stories continued
to circulate, he reflected, one day he’d become as well known as
Jim Bridger, Jed Smith, or his illustrious companion, the hardy
mountain man called Shakespeare McNair.

“I’ve found plenty of beaver sign,”
that worthy man said. “We’ll start setting out our traps tomorrow
morning.”

Nate squinted at the sun hovering an hour
above the far horizon. “There’s enough daylight left for us to set
out a few before supper.”

“Wisely and slow; they stumble that run
fast.”

“What?”

“I was quoting old William S.,”
Shakespeare disclosed.

“Oh,” Nate said. He should have known.
McNair’s passion for the Bard of Avon was legendary among the
trappers, and accounted for the mountain man’s unusual sobriquet.
Decades ago a fellow frontiersman had bestowed the title in jest,
and it had stuck.

Now no one knew Shakespeare’s true first
name, and there wasn’t a soul in the Rockies foolish enough to
pry.

“Those
who are tender in years are always in a great hurry to do this or
that,” Shakespeare commented. “The fire of youth hasn’t yet turned
to the ice of old age.”

“Shakespeare again?”

“No, my own observation.” Shakespeare
turned to the southeast. “Let’s go set up camp.”

“Do you want me to go back after the
elk?”

“No. It’ll be miles away by now. We’ll
catch a few fish or shoot small game for our meal.”

Nate followed dutifully. He still felt uneasy
about the shot, but arguing with Shakespeare would be as productive
as arguing with a rock. Surveying the landscape, he saw nothing out
of the ordinary, and convinced himself he was letting his
imagination get the better of him.

“Too bad we didn’t bring Winona along,”
Shakespeare remarked. “That woman of yours sure can
cook.”

“You don’t need to convince me,” Nate
said, and patted his stomach. His darling wife, a beautiful
Shoshone, knew ways of preparing fabulous dishes from such common
fare as buffalo, venison, and rabbit. Trained from childhood in the
arts every Indian woman was required to know, Winona could sew
expertly, do marvelous beadwork, ride a horse as competently as a
warrior, and dress and tan buffalo and other hides. In his
estimation, she was the perfect wife.

Once, he had considered marrying another. The
thought unleashed a torrent of memories. Was it really only six
months ago that he’d left New York City to join his Uncle Zeke on
the frontier? At the time, forsaking his family, friends, and a
promising job as an accountant had been an unnerving proposition,
but nowhere near as hard to do as leaving behind the woman he’d
loved, Adeline Van Buren.

But had he actually cared for Adeline in the
depths of his heart, or only believed he did? Her beauty, wit, and
wealth were enough to sway any man, and he’d fallen for her charms
the first time they’d met. Few things in life had ever astonished
him as much as when she reciprocated his affection. To tell the
truth, he’d never felt worthy of her love. She was a goddess; he a
lowly commoner. In recent days when he mused on their relationship,
he consoled himself with the fact their marriage would never have
worked out. She would have enslaved him to obey her every whim, and
his resentment would eventually have boiled over and served to
separate them.

Why did he bother thinking about Adeline
anymore? Nate wondered. Now he had a wonderful wife, a woman he
could treat as an equal, a woman he related to as a person instead
of placing her on a pedestal, and he was blissfully, almost
indecently happy. Why dwell on Adeline when he had Winona?

Was it because he felt so guilty about
running off and leaving her without bothering to discuss his plans?
Was it because he’d written letters promising to return to New York
and wed her once he made his fortune?

His fortune!

Nate chuckled and shook his head at the
foolish notions he’d once entertained. When Uncle Zeke had sent a
letter promising to share “the greatest treasure in the world,”
Nate had naively assumed Zeke referred to gold or riches
accumulated in the lucrative fur trade. He’d envisioned becoming as
wealthy as Adeline’s father and being able to support her in the
extravagant manner to which she was accustomed. So off he’d gone to
join Zeke.

Only later, as Ezekiel King lay dying, had
Nate learned the nature of the treasure, a gift more precious than
glittering ore or bags of money, the greatest gift a person could
know: genuine freedom. The freedom to live as he pleased without
having to account to others who considered themselves his betters.
The freedom to let his conscience, his own inner light, be the sole
determiner of his actions instead of the laws, rules, and
regulations imposed by those who pompously sat in artificial
positions of authority.

Freedom. Nate mentally savored the word,
thinking of how much he had learned about the kind of life the Good
Lord meant for people to live since coming to the wilderness.
Ironic, wasn’t it, that only by casting off the shackles of
civilization and returning to the natural roots of humanity had he
discovered the true meaning of existence?

“Is it a private joke or one you can
share?”

The unexpected question brought Nate out of
his reverie. “What?” he blurted out, and realized the frontiersman
had stopped and was regarding him in obvious amusement. Nate
likewise halted.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh. I was thinking about my
past.”

“Anyone under twenty hasn’t had enough
experience to have a past,” Shakespeare said, moving on. “All they
have are a few dozen memories.”

“You’re in a critical mood today,” Nate
remarked, trailing the older man.

“I get this way when I have the
itch.”

“You were bitten by a
mosquito?”

“No,” Shakespeare laughed. “I mean the
itch to travel, to go off roaming by myself.”

Shocked by the revelation, Nate nearly
tripped over his own feet. “You plan to leave?”

“I’ve been thinking about
it.”

“What’s your rush?”

“Rush? Here it is the first week in
September already. We’ve been together pretty near two months. I
wouldn’t want to wear out my welcome.”

“Nonsense. You’re welcome to stay with
us as long as you want,” Nate said calmly, although secretly the
prospect of his friend leaving filled him with dread. He’d grown to
rely on the frontiersman’s seasoned wisdom and flawless knowledge
of the wildlife and people inhabiting the savage realm stretching
between the Mississippi and the Pacific Ocean.

“I’d like to go see if my own cabin is
still standing,” Shakespeare mentioned.

“We can go together.”

“You don’t understand, Nate. Except for
the rendezvous and an occasional trip to St. Louis, I’m not a great
one for human company. Oh, I’ll join up with a few friends from
time to time to trap or hunt or whatever, but basically I like to
be by my lonesome. Why do you think I was one of the very first
white men to settle in the Rockies?”

Nate said nothing.

“Because I like my privacy. Out here a
man can live without feeling crowded. I can walk for days without
encountering another living soul, which certainly isn’t the case
back East. Too much of anything can be harmful, and that holds true
for folks as well as food.”

“Winona and I enjoy your company,” Nate
said gloomily.

“And I’ve liked staying with the two of
you. I’m right fond of you both. But it’s almost time for me to
pull up stakes and get on with my life.”

“We’ll miss you.”

“I haven’t left yet,” Shakespeare said,
and smiled. “First I’ll keep my promise to teach you all about
trapping beaver, then I’ll be on my way.”

Nate stared out over the well-nigh limitless
expanse of forest and mountains. “I don’t know if we’re ready to
fend for ourselves yet.”

“You are.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know both of you so well.
Winona is a Shoshone; she can live off the land better than any
white woman and most white men. You were a greenhorn when you first
came out here with your uncle, but you’ve learned a lot since. I
believe you have the makings of a man who will be remembered for
years to come, just like Joe Walker.”

“I’ll never be as good as
Walker,” Nate responded, although he appreciated the compliment.
Joseph Reddeford Walker, like Bridger, Smith, and McNair, was
widely considered to be one of the best mountain men. Many rated
him as the ablest mountaineer.

“Don’t sell yourself short. No man can
predict his destiny. We never know from one minute to another what
the next moment will bring, especially out here where a man’s life
is at the mercy of circumstances he can’t control.”

They hiked onward in contemplative quiet
until they arrived at a clearing bordered on the west by a bubbling
spring and on the south by a large log. Tied to that log were their
four horses.

“Since we’ll be working along the
stream anyway, why didn’t we make camp there instead of a quarter
of a mile away?” Nate absently inquired as he walked to his
mare.

“Because waterways are a lot like
roads. Everyone sticks near water when they’re traveling in the
wild. Indians and whites alike prefer to travel along the banks of
streams and rivers where the going is easier and they can easily
slake their thirst. If we camped near the stream we’d increase the
likelihood of being discovered by Utes or Blackfeet,” Shakespeare
said, and gestured at the spring. “We’re safer at this hideaway. I
doubt whether even any Indians know about it, yet we’re within easy
walking distance of the stream. We can conduct our trapping
operations in secrecy and not have to worry too much about being
attacked.”

Nate reached the mare and patted her neck.
“Too much?”

“There’s always that one in a million
chance of Indians finding us, so don’t let your guard down for an
instant.”

“I won’t,” Nate promised, propping his
rifle between his legs while thinking of their arrival at the
clearing an hour ago. They had immediately proceeded to the stream
to check for beaver, not even bothering to remove their saddles.
Shakespeare had once trapped the general area, five years ago, and
knew the lay of the land well. Isolated and abundant with wildlife,
the spot seemed ideal for the frontiersman to instruct Nate in the
techniques of trapping. Nate began to unfasten the
cinch.

“The reason so many trappers get killed
is through sheer carelessness,” Shakespeare went on in a talkative
vein. “They forget to keep an eye on their surroundings and don’t
discover there are Indians about until it’s too late. Study the
ways of Nature. Animals are always wary, and we should be the same.
You’ll never see a squirrel lay down on the ground to take a nap
since the critter knows it wouldn’t last five minutes. Deer don’t
sleep out in the open, birds spend more time in trees than they do
on the ground, and big fish stay in the deeper pools for the same
reason. They’re naturally wary.”

Nate finished undoing the cinch and glanced
at his grizzled teacher. “Don’t fret about me. I have no intention
of making Winona a widow so soon after we were married.”

Shakespeare grinned, and had opened his mouth
to reply when a deep growl rumbled from the surrounding forest.


Chapter Two

In a flash Nate pressed the Hawken to his
shoulder and pivoted, spying the source of the growl at the edge of
the trees to the north. He’d expected to see one of the fierce
lords of the mountains, a beast capable of crushing a man’s skull
with a single swipe of its mighty paw, a mighty grizzly. Instead,
to his relief, he saw a large black bear. The black variety seldom
bothered humans; more often than not they fled at the sight of a
trapper. He started to lower the rifle.

Shakespeare had spun at the sound, and now
stood with his rifle held at waist height, staring at the bear.

“For a second there I thought we were
in trouble,” Nate commented, wondering why the bear didn’t flee.
The brute looked from one to the other as if perplexed. “Get out of
here!” he shouted to drive it off.

The big black charged, dirt flying from under
its claws, gaining speed with every stride, its powerful muscles
rippling under its inky fur, its teeth exposed as it snarled.

Shocked, Nate instinctively raised the Hawken
and fired. He heard the frontiersman’s rifle discharge a heartbeat
later, and the black bear reacted as if struck in the head with a
heavy club. The beast sagged in midstride, its chin dropping to its
chest, and collapsed, sliding a yard before lying motionless on the
grass within six feet of Shakespeare.

“You won’t need to go hunting for our
supper after all.”

Blood oozed from a pair of holes in the
bear’s head. Nate approached the beast cautiously in case a spark
of life remained, his right hand resting on a flintlock. “Why did
it come after us? I thought black bears usually leave people
alone.”

“Usually, but not always. This proves
my point about staying alert. And never, ever, take anything for
granted.”

“You’ve convinced me,” Nate said,
tentatively prodding the bear with his left toe. Blood smeared onto
the tip of his moccasin. He set to work reloading the
Hawken.

“Tell you what. If you’ll tend to the
horses, I’ll skin the bear and carve us a couple of juicy steaks.
What do you say?”

“Sounds fair to me,” Nate said, and
finished reloading. He was amazed at how the frontiersman took
every incident in stride. No matter how unexpected, or how violent,
Shakespeare seldom became rattled. The man’s composure was superb,
and Nate wished he could be the same way.

For the next half hour few
words were spoken as each man attended to his chores. Nate
unsaddled the mare and Shakespeare’s white horse, then removed the
packs from their pack animals. He led all four to the spring to
drink, and hobbled them so they could graze without straying off.
One of the first sayings Nate learned after arriving in the
mountains was the basic creed of horse tending: “It’s better to
count ribs than tracks.” Which meant it was wiser to tie a horse at
night and have the animal be hungry in the morning than let it
wander off to gorge itself and be taken by an Indian.
Many tribes
were notorious horse stealers.

Next Nate went about gathering wood for the
fire, carrying armloads of broken branches to the center of the
clearing and forming convenient piles for later use. He got the
blaze going, arranged his blanket near the fire so it would be warm
when he retired, and went to help his companion.

Shakespeare was kneeling next
to the carcass, artfully employing his twelve-inch butcher knife in
removing the second choice cut of meat. “About
done,” he
said.

Twilight had descended. The
last, lingering rays of sunlight streaked the western sky. All around were
birds singing their farewell chorus to the expiring day. Off in the
distance a coyote howled.

Nate breathed deeply and smiled. Moments like
this filled him with a joy at being alive, a joy he’d never
experienced back in New York City.

“After we eat we’ll cut up the rest of
this bear and hang the meat to dry,” Shakespeare said. “We don’t
want it lying around overnight. Wolves and such might get the
notion to pay us a visit.”

“Wolves don’t bother humans very
often.”

“There you go again. What did I just
tell you about taking things for granted? True, wolves ordinarily
leave us alone. But if you run into a starving pack in the middle
of winter, you’ll find they’re just like any other animal. They’ll
eat whatever they can catch.”

“Have you ever given any thought to
writing down all you’ve learned over the years?”

The frontiersman laughed. “Whatever for?”

“The
people in the States have a great interest in anything written
about the frontier. A factual book about your experiences would
sell extremely well and make you a lot of money.”

“I don’t need a lot of money, and I’m
not about to let others exploit my life to make their own
easier.”

“I don’t understand.”

Shakespeare looked up. “Everything I know
I’ve learned the hard way. I didn’t get these gray hairs by taking
it easy and living in the lap of luxury. The way I see it, life is
intended to be an education. Year by year we learn certain lessons
and add to our knowledge, or else we don’t learn a blessed thing
and blunder on making the same mistakes over and over again. If I
was to put down all I’ve learned on paper, I’d be depriving a lot
of folks of the opportunity to learn life for themselves.”

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

Standing, Shakespeare extended a dripping
slab of meat. “I’m hungry. How about you?”

They walked to the fire and the frontiersman
prepared their steaks. He prided himself on his cooking ability,
and hovered over the simmering slabs until they were roasted to
perfection.

Nate’s mouth was watering by the time his
steak was placed on the end of a sharpened stick and handed over.
He used his knife both to cut off succulent strips and to cram the
meat in his mouth. Grease dribbled over his lower lip and down his
chin, but he didn’t care. He savored every bite, relishing the
tangy taste and the warm sensation in his stomach. The finest steak
in New York couldn’t begin to compare to a slice of buffalo, bear,
or deer meat prepared over an open fire high in the Rocky
Mountains. There was an indescribable quality about such crude fare
that satisfied the appetite like no other food.

“Tomorrow we begin
educating you on the ways of the beaver,” Shakespeare said between
chomps.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Nate said.
“Was my Uncle Zeke a good trapper?”

“Your uncle was talented in everything
he tried. The man had a knack, and I’ve seen evidence of the same
trait in you.”

Nate started to take another bite, then
paused. “I just realized I’ve never written my dad to tell him Zeke
died. He’d want to know.”

“Were they close?”

“When they were younger. But they
drifted apart after Zeke decided to leave for the frontier. My dad
could never understand why Zeke wanted to go.”

“How did he feel about you
leaving?”

“I imagine he felt the same
way.”

Shakespeare lowered his steak. “Didn’t you
talk it over with him before you left?”

“I wrote him a letter.”

“Were you afraid he’d try to stop
you?”

“Yes,” Nate confessed. “None of my
family would have accepted the idea. They’d have badgered me
mercilessly until I changed my mind. As it is, they probably
despise me now.”

“Never underestimate the love of your
kin.”

“I know my family better than you do.
Why, my father forbade us from ever mentioning Zeke’s name in the
house. His own brother!”

“Pride is a bitter pill to
swallow.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your father probably knows he made a
mistake and he’s too proud to admit it. He won’t let anyone talk
about Zeke because he doesn’t want to be reminded of . . .”
Shakespeare paused, cocking his head.

“What is it?”

“Listen.”

Nate did, but heard only the sounds of
wildlife and the whisper of the breeze.

“Do
you hear it?”

“Hear what?”

“The
horse.”

Again Nate strained his ears, and this time
he detected the faint drumming of pounding hooves. He stood,
swiveling in the direction of the sound, to the southwest, and
gazed into the gloomy woods.

“Whoever it is must be a fool or bent
on committing suicide,” Shakespeare said, standing. “It’s too dark
to be riding a horse at a full gallop in the forest.”

“I’ve done it,” Nate commented,
recalling his recent encounter with a Ute war party. He suddenly
realized he was still holding the steak, and placed the meat on the
grass so he could grab his rifle.

The pounding became louder and louder, and it
was obvious the rider would pass very close to their camp.

“Don’t shoot until we see who it
is.”

“I won’t,” Nate said. He heard the
crack of a limb and the crunching of underbrush, and leaned forward
to peer intently into the darkness. At the limit of his vision he
perceived movement and distinguished the outline of a horse and
rider heading eastward.

In a matter of seconds the
newcomer was twenty yards south of the camp and still galloping
recklessly when the man happened to glance to his left and spied
the fire. His head snapped up and he hauled on the
reins.

“It’s a white man,” Shakespeare
said.

How could he tell? Nate
wondered. He couldn’t perceive any of the rider’s features beyond noting
the man wore buckskins.

“Hello!” the newcomer cried, and rode
toward them. “Please don’t fire. I mean you no harm.”

Nate kept the Hawken handy just in case. He
glanced at Shakespeare, who had also taken the precaution of
grabbing his rifle, and placed his thumb on the hammer.

“Come closer, stranger,” the
frontiersman announced.

“Thank you.” The man came to the edge
of the clearing and stopped. He wore the typical attire of a
mountaineer: buckskins, moccasins, and a wool cap. The inevitable
bullet pouch and powder horn crisscrossed his chest. A shock of
blond hair rimmed a rugged face dominated by blue eyes. “I didn’t
think there was another trapper within a hundred miles of here,” he
remarked happily.

“Do you have a name?” Shakespeare
asked.

“Thaddeus Baxter at your service, sir.
And who might you be?”

“Shakespeare McNair, and this here is
Nate King,” the frontiersman said with a nod of his
head.

Baxter focused on Nate. “Aren’t you the one
they call Grizzly Killer? The same one who killed the rogue
Canadian known as the Giant during the rendezvous?”

“I am.”

“I thought I recognized the two of
you,” Baxter said, grinning. “The Good Lord has smiled on
me.”

“How is it you know us?” Shakespeare
asked.

“I was at the rendezvous. Both of you
were pointed out to me by an acquaintance, but we were never
introduced.”

“Why don’t you climb on down? You’re
welcome to share our supper if you’re hungry,” Shakespeare
said.

“Thank you,” Baxter replied, riding
closer before he dismounted and stepped to the fire. “I couldn’t
eat a bite right now, not after what I’ve been through.”

“Mind telling us why you were riding
your horse into the ground?”

“Blackfeet,” Baxter said.

“This far south?”

“I couldn’t believe it myself,” Baxter
stated. “I imagine it’s a war party down here to raid the
Utes.”

“What happened?” Nate
prompted.

“My own camp is about four miles from
here. An hour or so before sunset I was skinning a couple of beaver
I’d caught, whistling to myself without a care in the world, when
my pack animal whinnied and I looked up to find a dozen or more
Blackfeet creeping toward me.”

“That was your shot we heard earlier,”
Shakespeare deduced.

“Must have been. I grabbed my rifle and
fired once, killing one of the bastards, but then the rest swarmed
on me and it was all I could do to fight them off using my rifle
like a club,” Baxter replied. “I think they were trying to take me
alive. Otherwise I’d be dead right now.”

“But you got away,” the frontiersman
said.

“Barely. My rifle was torn from my
hands just as I broke loose and ran into the forest. They chased
me, but I hid, then circled back to my camp. There was one warrior
guarding my horses, so I knocked him on the head and cut out.
Unfortunately, several others showed up and I had to leave without
my pack animal and all my supplies.”

“And here you are,” Nate
stated.

Baxter laughed lightly. “By pure chance. I
might have kept going all the way to St. Louis if I hadn’t spotted
your camp. Without traps and a rifle, there’s no sense in trapping
beaver.”

“We can go after your belongings in the
morning,” Shakespeare offered.

“And get yourselves killed on my
account? No, sir. There’s too many of them.”

Nate gazed at the foreboding forest. “Were
they after you?”

“No. They fired a few arrows but didn’t
give chase.”

“Strange,” Shakespeare said. “Blackfeet
are the most persistent devils I know.”

“I was surprised too,” Baxter said.
“Even on foot they’ll go after a mounted man.”

“They didn’t have any horses?” Nate
asked.

“Just my pack animal.”

Shakespeare turned to his protégé. “Quite
often the Blackfeet send out war parties on foot. They believe they
can move quieter in enemy territory. I’ve also heard tell the
warriors are expected to steal the mounts they need to ride back to
their village.”

“And they are some of the best horse
thieves around,” Baxter added.

Again Nate surveyed the woods. “What if they
sent a warrior after you on your pack animal?”

“He would never catch me. My pack
animal is the slowest critter this side of the Divide.” Baxter
chuckled. “Besides, no one in their right mind would ride as fast
as I did.”

“Then we should be safe here,” Nate
concluded.

“I didn’t lead the Blackfeet to you, if
that’s what you’re thinking,” Baxter said.

Shakespeare took his seat and picked up his
bear steak. “You’re welcome to spend the night with us,
Thaddeus.”

“I’d be in your debt.”

“Nonsense. It’s the least we can do for
a fellow trapper. There are few enough of us living in the
wilderness as it is. We must help each other out when the need
arises or we’re no better than the animals we contend with every
day.”

Baxter smiled gratefully. “Thank you.”

Retrieving his steak, Nate sat down and took
a bite of the warm meat. While he shared Shakespeare’s sentiments
on helping someone in need, he entertained grave reservations about
staying to trap the stream. The Blackfeet were too close for
comfort, but he wasn’t about to question Shakespeare’s judgment.
He’d see their labors through to the end, and just pray the end
wasn’t his own.


Chapter Three

Bright morning sunshine and invigorating,
crisp mountain air served to dispel Nate’s doubts of the night
before. He was eager to learn the life of a free trapper, and
although a slight uneasiness gnawed at the back of his mind, he was
the first one done eating breakfast and raring to go. “Ready when
you are,” he announced after consuming several strips of dried
buffalo meat.

“Hold your horses,” Shakespeare said
with a grin. “I’ll be done in a minute.” He looked at their new
acquaintance, who was chewing hungrily on a piece of raw bear meat.
“You can cook as much as you like.”

“This is fine,” Baxter said. “I usually
eat light in the morning.”

Shakespeare stared at the makeshift rack
they’d constructed before retiring, using stout branches and rope,
and noted with satisfaction the thin slices of flesh aligned side
by side, well out of the reach of most predators. “By this
afternoon we’ll have more jerked meat than we can possibly use. If
you’re still keen on going, take whatever you need.”

“I haven’t quite made up my mind about
leaving.”

Nate placed his rifle stock on the ground and
idly leaned on the barrel, reviewing what they’d learned of
Baxter’s past while sitting around the fire and conversing until
after midnight.

Thaddeus Baxter hailed from Ohio. Thirty-one
years old, he had a wife and two children eagerly awaiting his
return. Eighteen months ago he’d left his home to travel beyond the
mighty Mississippi, his head filled with notions of making it rich
in the fur trade. There were many tales of those who had, most
prominent of them all being John Jacob Astor.

Astor emigrated to America from Germany at
the age of twenty, went into the fur business shortly thereafter,
had the audacity born of firm conviction to start his own company,
and wound up earning the newspaper-bestowed title of “the richest
man in the country.” Many a young man, on reading of Astor’s
phenomenal success, bid his loved ones a hopefully temporary
good-bye and headed for the prime beaver grounds in the Rocky
Mountains. For every one hundred who went, perhaps a dozen were
lucky enough to live to see the States again, and of that dozen
none acquired great wealth.

Nate felt sympathy for the Ohioan, based on
his own former dream of becoming incredibly rich. The thought of
Baxter’s family, though, troubled him. What would happen to them if
the man died? Baxter had sent back letters with men heading
homeward, but letters were no substitute for the loving presence of
a husband and a father. And eighteen months was a long separation.
In Nate’s estimation, leaving a wife and children was far worse
than leaving parents and siblings.

“I have a proposal to make,” Baxter
said.

“Let’s hear it,” Shakespeare
responded.

“After a year and a half of one mishap
after another, I’m beginning to think I made a mistake. My first
season trapping I collected over two hundred pelts—”

“Not bad,” Shakespeare said,
interrupting.

“And lost them all when I tried to
cross a flooded river and the canoe capsized,” Baxter went on. “My
second season I fared better and took in three hundred and fifty
pelts. Half the money I sent to my family, and the rest I used to
outfit myself and two good men with enough traps and supplies to
guarantee success.” He frowned. “We’d taken over eight hundred
pelts when we were attacked by Bloods. My friends were killed and I
barely escaped with my life.”

Nate listened intently. He’d heard similar
stories of woe before. The harsh economic realities of trapping had
ruined many a trapper.

For an initial investment of several hundred
dollars, including the expenses of a mount, rifle, ammunition,
pistols, a knife and hatchet, clothing, and provisions, a trapper
stood to make a hefty profit. There were two trapping seasons each
year in which the trapper could ply his trade, the spring and fall
seasons. The first began when winter’s ice started to break up and
went on until early summer, when the quality of beaver fur declined
due to the heat. The hotter it became, the thinner the fur. Then
came the second season in late August or early September, lasting
until the ponds and streams iced over. During each season a skilled
trapper could accumulate hundreds of pelts. By rendezvous time,
this translated into an average of two thousand dollars, a huge sum
by any standard. After several years, a prudent trapper could save
quite a hoard.

Or so it seemed on paper to men back East who
had no idea of the realities of the trapping trade. They didn’t
know, for instance, that the Rocky Mountain Fur Company enjoyed a
virtual monopoly of the trading activities in the Rockies. The
Company paid two to four dollars for beaver pelts at the
rendezvous, then resold them for eight dollars in St. Louis. And
since the rendezvous was the only market for the trappers’ furs,
there was nothing that could be done to change the situation.

To make matters worse, the suppliers at the
rendezvous were invariably in cahoots with the Fur Company. They
overpriced their goods by as much as 2000 percent, and the trappers
were forced to buy such inflated supplies or go without. In effect,
the heads of the company and the suppliers grew rich at the
trappers’ expense.

Then why am I here? Nate asked himself.
Undoubtedly because even with all the financial drawbacks and the
hardships of living off the land, the life of a mountaineer offered
a consolation few other ways of living could: genuine freedom. He
could do as he pleased when he pleased. No one was standing over
his shoulder, goading him to work harder or faster. No one could
impose on him in any respect. He was the master of his own destiny,
and he loved it.

“I’m tired of wasting my time and
energy,” Baxter was saying. “And I’ve been away from my family so
long that my own children might not recognize me.” He paused. “I
was hoping you’d see fit to let me trap with you for a month. Then
I’ll take my fair share of the pelts and head for St. Louis. I
should be able to find a buyer there who will offer a bit more than
the Rocky Mountain Fur Company representatives. If I’m lucky, I’ll
head for Ohio with four or five hundred dollars in my pocket. What
do you say?”

Shakespeare pursed his lips and stroked his
beard, then looked at Nate. “What do you think?”

“I don’t mind if you don’t.”

Baxter anxiously leaned toward the
frontiersman. “Please, McNair. Your kindness would mean so much to
me. I don’t want to go home with empty pockets. I don’t want to let
my loved ones down entirely.” He sighed. “I feel as if I’m a
monumental failure, and this is my chance to redeem myself.”

“No man is a failure if he’s still
breathing,” Shakespeare said solemnly.

“Will you let me stay?”

“Nate has already said he has no
objections, and it’s his decision that counts. I’m here to teach
him how to trap, nothing more. I have no intention of trapping for
myself, and there’s more than enough beaver hereabouts to satisfy
the needs of two men.”

“Then I can stay?” Baxter inquired
eagerly.

“So long as you uphold your end of the
work.”

Baxter stood, stepped over to the
frontiersman, and vigorously pumped Shakespeare’s right hand. “I
can never thank you enough for your Christian generosity.”

“Actually, I have an ulterior
motive.”

“You do?”

“Yes. You’re an experienced trapper, so
you can help me teach Nate the tricks of the trade. With both of us
instructing him, he’ll learn that much quicker and I can leave that
much sooner.”

Nate pretended to be interested in a hawk
circling to the north so neither of them would see his crestfallen
expression. Shakespeare was inordinately excited about departing.
After all they had been through, nearly losing their lives time and
again, after traveling so many miles together and growing so close,
he was upset that Shakespeare wanted to abruptly sever their
ties.

“Where are you going?” Baxter
asked.

“Wherever the wind takes
me.”

“Will you ever visit Ohio?”

A spontaneous laugh burst from the mountain
man’s lips. “Never. I’ve had my full of civilization. The farthest
east I’ll ever go is St. Louis. Why do you ask?”

“I’d like to repay you some day for
your kindness.”

“You can repay me by watching your hair
on the way east. A lone white man is at the mercy of Fate out
here.”

Baxter squared his shoulders. “I’ll trust in
the Lord to see me safely through.”

For a moment Shakespeare sat perfectly still.
He stared off into the distance, then pried a fingernail between
two teeth to remove a wad of food. “I take it you’re a
Christian?”

“A Presbyterian,” Baxter stated
proudly.

“Is that a fact?” Shakespeare
responded. “Most trappers are an irreligious lot. In all my years
of living in the mountains, I’ve only known two Christians, and
they are as different as night and day.”

“Who might they be?”

“One is Jed Smith. He’s the best
trapper alive and the most consistent Christian I’ve ever met. Of
course, he’s also a bit inflexible at times. Always believes he
knows the best way to do things and won’t listen to anyone else.
But he’ll go out of his way to help a person in
trouble.”

“And who is the other man?”

“Old Bill Williams. He totes a bible
everywhere he goes and claims the Lord speaks to him personally
every night. Lives by himself way back in the Rockies and likes it
that way. Can’t stand the company of others and wouldn’t go out of
his way to save a dying baby.”

“Aren’t you being unfair?”

“No. I know Williams as well as anyone.
And I suspect the rumors about him are true.”

“What rumors?”

“Old Bill is partial to eating human
flesh.”

Baxter grimaced. “Not another one.”

“You’ve heard about Crazy
George?”

“He was the talk of the
rendezvous. I understand one of you killed him.”

“I did.”

“Wasn’t he a friend of
yours?”

“One of the best I ever
had.”

Nate glanced at Shakespeare, memories of that
terrible night etched indelibly in his mind. Crazy George had
joined a band of cutthroats and taken to murdering trappers while
they slept to steal their money. Eventually Shakespeare had
confronted the maniac and been forced to kill him. “We should head
on out,” Nate suggested.

“I agree,” Shakespeare declared, rising
abruptly. “Grab your equipment and let’s go find us some
beaver.”

Five minutes later they were hiking toward
the stream. Nate and Baxter carried sacks containing six traps
apiece and wooden boxes containing the bait they would need. Once
at the water they marched upstream until they discovered a beaver
dam, where they halted on the west bank.

“Now pay close attention,” Shakespeare
directed Nate. “If you hope to make a living as a free trapper,
this is how you will do it.” He took Nate’s sack and removed one of
the Newhouse traps, so named for the man who manufactured them in
New York. “Find us a nice, long stick.”

Eagerly Nate complied, his sorrow at soon
being left to fend for himself replaced by unrestrained zeal of
learning the intricate details of his desired craft. He used his
knife to chop off a branch three feet long. “Will this do?” he
asked as he returned.

“It will do nicely. Did you bring your
hatchet?”

Nate’s mouth dropped at his oversight. “No. I
forgot.”

“You can use mine,” Baxter said, and
produced one from behind his back.

“First rule,” Shakespeare said. “Always
take all the equipment you will need.”

“I’ll remember next
time,” Nate promised.

“Okay. Now follow me.” The frontiersman
waded slowly into the water.

Tentatively placing his left foot in, Nate
shivered when the ice-cold water immediately soaked his moccasins
and enveloped his lower leg in its frigid grip.

Shakespeare noticed and chuckled. “If you
can’t tolerate a little cold, this is no business for you. The
water in these mountain streams is never warm, not even in the
summer, because most of it is snow runoff.”

“I’m fine,” Nate said.

“Good. Now let’s attend to business.”
Shakespeare extended the trap. “Haven’t you forgotten
something?”

“No,” Nate replied
uncertainly.

“Second rule. Always cock your trap
before you enter the water.”

Only then did Nate realize the trap wasn’t
set. “Why didn’t you have me do it sooner?”

“We learn best when we learn from our
mistakes. This way you’ll remember the next time,” Shakespeare
said, and moved closer to the bank. “Baxter, would you do the
honors?”

“Gladly.” The Ohioan took the Newhouse,
placed it on the ground, and proceeded to stand on the leaf springs
so the jaws would fall flat. He carefully adjusted the trigger and
the disk until the proper tension existed, then quickly lifted
first one foot, then the other. Lifting the trap by the edge of a
leaf spring, he gave it to the frontiersman.

“Rule number three. Never stick your
fingers or thumbs between the jaws unless you no longer have any
use for them.”

“I knew a man who once lost two fingers
in a trap,” Baxter mentioned.

“Now comes the hard part,” Shakespeare
said, studying the water near the bank. He moved a few feet and
pointed at a flat spot six inches below the surface. “You want to
set the trap in place without disturbing the trigger. It’s
important that the surface be no higher than a hand width above the
disk.”

“Why?” Nate inquired.

“Because beavers aren’t storks. They
have short, stubby legs, and the trap works best if they step right
on the disk. If you place it lower, they’ll probably swim right
over it. Here. You put it down.”

Nate complied, doing so gingerly, wary of the
trap accidentally snapping shut. “Now what?”

“Take the stick and insert it through
the loop at the end of the chain, then pound it into the stream
bed.”

Again Nate obeyed, but as he went to swing
the hatchet an admonition stopped him.

“Not yet. Pull the chain as far as it
will go. The purpose is to drown the beaver before it can gnaw off
its foot.”

“They do that?”

“Every now and then. Even beaver like
to live.”

The disclosure bothered Nate. He envisioned a
helpless beaver caught in his trap, its lungs on fire, furiously
chewing on its own leg to gain freedom.

“What are you waiting for?”

“Nothing,” Nate said, and did as he’d
been told. Straightening, he saw the frontiersman clambering onto
the bank and walked toward him. “What’s next?”

“Climb on out.”

Happy to quit the water, Nate joined his
companions. He leaned down and wrung water from his pants.

Shakespeare pointed at the spot where Nate
had deposited the rifle and bait box. “Grab your box, then get a
twig six to eight inches long. Make certain the twig has leaves on
one end.”

Once again Nate obeyed. The small wooden box
contained the musky secretion taken from several dead beavers. He’d
purchased it at the rendezvous from an elderly trapper.

“Now dip the leaves in
the medicine,” Shakespeare said.

Nate nodded. “Medicine” was the word trappers
used to describe the musk because it possessed medicinal
properties. A salve made of beaver oil and castoreum, the gummy,
yellow musk, worked wonders on open wounds, easing the pain and
drawing out the swelling. Nate had never used the salve himself,
but he’d heard many mountaineers swear by its curative properties.
He opened the box and dabbed the leaves in the gum.

“That’s enough. Now stick the bottom of the twig in the bank
so that the leaves hang about six inches above the
trap.”

Dropping to one knee, Nate bent over and
inserted the twig into the soft earth until he was satisfied the
twig would hold fast. He stood and waited further instructions.

“Congratulations,” Shakespeare said
with a grin. “You’ve set your first beaver trap. Any beaver coming
within two or three hundred yards of the medicine will smell the
odor and swim over to emit some of its own musk on the spot. When
the critter goes to climb out, its leg will get caught in the trap.
Then it’s only a matter of time before the animal
drowns.”

“Or chews its leg off,” Nate said
distastefully.

The corners of the frontiersman’s eyes
crinkled. “If you check your traps twice a day, as you should, any
beavers you catch won’t have time to gnaw off their legs. Most
trappers are too lazy for their own good and only check their traps
at sunup, so it’s not surprising they lose a goodly number of
animals.”

“I’ll check mine twice a day,” Nate
promised. The last thing he wanted was to inflict needless
suffering on poor animals whose only offense against man was the
fact they were covered with prime fur.

Shakespeare rubbed his hands
together. “Let’s set up the rest of these traps. We can be done by
noon and head back to camp for some more of that bear
meat.”

“Sounds good to me,” Baxter
said.

Along the stream they went, choosing spots to
place traps with deliberate care, traveling several miles to the
north before the last of the Newhouses waited under the water for
an unsuspecting beaver.

Nate enjoyed laying the traps. He became
accustomed to the cold water, at least to the point that the
temperature didn’t bother him. He saw many big fish swimming
unconcernedly past as he labored, and resolved to try his hand at
catching several for supper. Birds chirped in the deciduous trees
and the pines, and small creatures such as squirrels, rabbits, and
chipmunks were everywhere. The vibrant pulse of Nature stirred his
soul, and he savored the experience of being alive.

When they turned their steps toward their
camp, Baxter gave Nate a friendly clap on the back. “Thanks again
for letting me stay. I can tell this valley is prime beaver
territory, and I should take back enough furs to reap a tidy
profit.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

They retraced their route eagerly, spurred by
healthy appetites, and conversed about the trapping trade in
general. Engrossed in their discussion, none of them paid much
attention to their surroundings until they were almost to the edge
of the clearing.

Nate was the first to look up and discover
their meat being pilfered from the rack, and his breath caught in
his throat at sight of the culprit.

For there, its wicked mouth crammed with
strips of flesh, stood a monster grizzly.


Chapter Four

If no one had uttered a sound, the bear might
have kept on eating and peaceably departed after consuming its
full. But such wasn’t to be the case.

“A grizzly!” Baxter blurted
out.

At the sound of a human voice the monster
growled and spun toward them, twelve hundred pounds of muscle and
sinew poised to hurtle forward. A yellowish-brown coat
distinguished by individual white-tipped hairs gave the giant its
grizzled aspect. Bulging above the beast’s massive shoulders was
the breed’s distinctive hump. Brutish, concave features that could
inspire terror in whites and Indians alike were twisted in primal
hatred.

“Don’t say another word,” Shakespeare
whispered. “Stand perfectly still and maybe it won’t attack. They
have pitiful eyesight and the wind is blowing in our
faces.”

Nate gripped his Hawken until his knuckles
turned white. By some strange quirk of Fate, he seemed to have a
knack for encountering grizzlies. Twice since crossing the
Mississippi he’d been attacked by the terrible beasts, and twice
he’d barely escaped with his life.

The grizzly raised its head and sniffed
loudly, then took a lumbering stride forward.

“Don’t move,” Shakespeare
reiterated.

The temptation to flee was hard to resist.
Nate knew a grizzly could lope as rapidly as a horse when the need
arose, and he naturally wanted to get as far from the monster as
swiftly as he could. With unblinking eyes he watched the giant,
waiting for the animal to make up its
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