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Vengeance Hunt

In 1829, life west of the Mississippi was
filled with constant peril and hardship. At any moment, a settler
might find himself threatened by a murderous Indian or a deadly
beast. Only rugged mountain men like Nathaniel King had the courage
to challenge the unknown dangers for the freedom the wilderness
offered. But when Nate and his mentor Shakespeare McNair made
enemies of two Flathead Indians, their survival skills were tested
as never before. If either man made one mistake, both would suffer
merciless deaths.

Death Hunt

In 1829, a new life in the vast uncharted
region beyond the Mississippi River was a cause for celebration-and
fear. With wild beasts, lawless renegades, and hostile Indians
enough there to threaten even the bravest of men, a newborn had
little hope for survival. Upon the birth of their first child,
trapper Nathaniel King and his Indian wife were overjoyed. But
their delight turned to terror when Nathan accompanied the men of
Winona’s tribe on a deadly buffalo hunt. If King didn’t return, his
family was sure to perish.
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Chapter One

The lone rider reined up on the crest of a
rise and surveyed the pristine landscape below. He was a tall,
muscular man, not yet twenty years of age, as hard as iron and
radiating vitality. Buckskins and moccasins clothed his powerful
frame. On his head perched a brown beaver hat. Jutting from under
the hat, at the rear, was the tip of a white eagle feather securely
tied to his shoulder-length black hair. His green eyes noted every
detail of the terrain with delight.

A February thaw had transformed the Rocky
Mountains from a snow shrouded wilderness into a prematurely
glorious, spring-like wonderland. Temperatures in the fifties and
sixties over the past week and a half had melted most of the white
mantle, causing the rivers and streams to run full and tinged the
brown grass with a dash of green. A few deciduous trees, fooled by
the unseasonal warmth, had started to bud. The perennial
evergreens, smarter and hardier, had only to lose their heavy,
hoary blankets of wet, packed flakes to present the illusion of
springtime.

Nodding in satisfaction, the
young man urged his big black stallion down the slope. Had anyone
been watching, they would have noticed that he appeared armed as if
for a war. Slanted across his chest were a powder horn and a bullet
pouch. Two flintlocks were nestled under his wide brown leather
belt, one on each side of the buckle. A butcher knife with a
twelve-inch blade
rested in a beaded sheath on his right hip. Angled under his belt
above his left hip was a tomahawk. And resting across his thighs,
his left hand loosely holding it in place, was a Hawken rifle. A
Mackinaw coat and a bedroll were positioned snugly behind the
saddle, and dangling from the saddle horn was a water
bag.

He picked his way with care down the
slippery slope and breathed a sigh of relief when he reached the
valley floor below. Scanning the land ahead, he searched for any
sign of smoke that might be drifting skyward from the cabin he’d
traveled twenty-five miles to reach. The azure heavens, however,
were crystal clear.

Cradling the Hawken in the crook of his left
elbow, he pressed onward. Although he saw no hint of habitation, he
felt certain he was in the right valley. His best friend and
mentor, Shakespeare McNair, lived in this remote nook of the world
near the top of the Rockies. He was eager to find the grizzled
mountaineer and ask his advice on two important matters.

A gurgling stream bisected the
valley and he took the west bank, riding northward, seeing wildlife
or signs of wildlife everywhere. Sparrows and chickadees chirped
and frolicked in the undergrowth. Ravens and jays occupied the tall
trees. Rabbits bounded from his path. Once he flushed an elk, and
twice he saw black-tailed deer in the distance. Along the stream,
imprinted in the dark soil, were the tracks of countless
creatures that had
quenched their thirst at the water’s edge. There were tiny chipmunk
tracks and huge bear tracks, panther tracks and bobcat tracks, wolf
tracks and fox tracks. He saw them all as he traveled a half-mile,
and then he saw the cabin.

He almost missed it, so cleverly was the log
structure blended into the surrounding forest. Shakespeare had
constructed it at the base of a knoll fifty yards from the stream.
Enormous pines ringed it, affording shade and protection from the
elements. There was a pen for horses on the north side and a small
shed to the south. A narrow strip of ground near the front door had
been cleared of all brush, but otherwise the undergrowth was
undisturbed. It was as if Shakespeare had deliberately built the
cabin so it wouldn’t disrupt the natural flow of things, just like
an Indian would do.

Turning the stallion, he rode toward his
friend’s home. He noticed that no smoke curled from the sturdy
stone chimney. Either Shakespeare wasn’t in, he reasoned, or the
grizzled mountaineer was forgoing a fire because of the warm
weather. Suddenly he realized the front door was hanging open
several inches and his eyes narrowed suspiciously.

Shakespeare would never go off and leave the
door open knowing that a wandering bear or some other critter might
waltz on in and help itself to the food supply and whatever else
appeared tasty. He approached the cabin cautiously. Nothing stirred
inside or out.

When the stallion was only ten feet from the
door, he stopped. Gripping the Hawken in both hands, he slid to the
ground and cocked the hammer. The loud click made him frown. Anyone
or anything inside was bound to have heard it.

He advanced quickly and moved
to the left of the doorway, leaning against the jamb so he could peer within.
The sight he beheld chilled the blood in his veins.

The interior of the cabin was in a shambles.
Furniture had been upended, personal effects strewn about, and
various items smashed to bits. Clothing lay in disarray. Broken
dishes littered one corner.

Stark fear coursed through the young man’s
body. All he could think of was that his mentor had been slain, and
in his mind’s eye he envisioned Shakespeare being tomahawked or
scalped. His heart beat wildly and his temples pounded. For a
moment he felt dizzy. “Get a grip on yourself, Nate King,” he said
sternly.

Somewhere nearby a bird chirped.

The innocent sound served to snap Nate out
of his anxious daze. He shook his head to clear his thoughts and
stepped inside. Relief flared when he realized his friend’s body
was nowhere in the cabin. Perhaps, he told himself hopefully,
Shakespeare was still alive. But if so, who had done this to the
cabin and where was McNair?

He pivoted, scouring the room. Abruptly, he
spied the large book lying on the floor next to an overturned table
and stepped over to it. The title was easily discernible, and he
read it with acute trepidation: THE COMPLETE WORKS OF WILLIAM
SHAKESPEARE.

Nate’s stomach muscles constricted. His
friend would never go anywhere without that book. The volume had
been Shakespeare’s pride and joy, his constant companion on the
trail or at home, going wherever he went to be read at any hour of
the day or night. It was part of the reason McNair had long ago
acquired the nickname ‘Shakespeare’; that, and the fact McNair
could quote countless passages from memory and did so with a
striking eloquence.

If the book was there, Nate concluded, then
his friend must be dead. He picked up the volume, righted the
table, and gently placed the heavy book on top. Next he searched
the cabin for traces of blood but found none. Mystified, he went
outdoors and halted in consternation.

There were signs of Indians all over the
place, clearly marked in the spongy soil. If not for the melted
snow, the ground would have been too hard to bear many prints. He
examined them at length and concluded the Indians had visited the
cabin within the previous twenty-four hours and departed within the
past twelve.

Chiding himself for not
noticing the signs before, Nate bent at the waist and did the best
he could reading the tracks. He wasn’t as skilled as his
mentor—yet—but he knew enough to deduce that ten mounted warriors
had ridden up and eleven men had departed. He saw footprints he
felt certain had been made by Shakespeare, leading to the
inescapable conclusion that his friend had ridden off with the
warriors.

Or been forced to accompany them.

Why else was the cabin a shambles? Nate
mused. He turned, more perplexed now than ever. If hostile Indians
had been responsible, they would have burned the building to the
ground. Then again, while some of Shakespeare’s things had been
broken, most were undamaged. The clothes weren’t torn to ribbons
and the furniture was still intact. Hostiles would have taken
particular delight in totally destroying both.

Nate let the hammer down on his rifle and
thoughtfully scratched his chin. This made no sense, he noted.
Friendly Indians wouldn’t have committed such an outrage and
hostiles would have skinned Shakespeare alive on the spot.

He began executing a wide circle around the
dwelling, seeking more signs. The trail the Indians had taken was
as clear as the nose on his face; they’d ridden northward. If they
had been a band of bloodthirsty Utes, who frequented the territory
regularly, they would have ridden south toward one of the Ute
villages. Due north lay land frequented by several tribes, not all
of them friendly.

Now he had a decision to make, and he didn’t
like it one bit. He could mount up and follow the trail while it
was still fresh, or he could forget the notion and do nothing. But
if he didn’t go after his friend, Shakespeare might well die and
the death would be on his conscience for the rest of his born
days.

So he should go.

But, Nate realized, if he rode
off in pursuit, there was no way of determining when he would be
able to return to his own cabin and his beloved wife. His
beloved, pregnant wife who was due to deliver their baby in two moons. How
could he desert her to go after Shakespeare?

Damn. What a fine pickle this was.

Maybe he should compromise, he decided. He
could follow the trail for a short distance and try to ascertain if
Shakespeare was with the Indians of his own free will or whether
Shakespeare was a captive. The idea appealed to him. He swiftly
closed the door to secure the cabin against animal invasion, then
swung onto the stallion and took up the chase.

Since the sun was only a few hours above the
eastern horizon, he would have plenty of time for tracking the band
and still be able to turn back well before dark. He could spend the
night in the cabin and head for home in the morning. With his mind
made up, he goaded the stallion into a canter, eager to learn
more.

The party had continued up the
valley, then passed between two lofty mountains. Another verdant valley
stretched before Nate’s admiring gaze, and he made a beeline across
it as he stuck to the tracks. From the depth of the hoof prints and
the long strides the horses had taken, he surmised the Indians were
in a hurry to get somewhere. But where?

The band had come on a game trail and
promptly changed direction. They were now moving to the northwest,
still pushing their mounts.

Nate rode easily, his body flowing in
rhythmic motion with the gait of his stallion. He tried not to
think of the extra distance he was putting between his wife,
Winona, and himself. Surely she would understand if for some reason
he came back a day later than anticipated.

Thick woodland hemmed him in on both sides.
He idly listened to the cries of animals and the songs of birds,
his concentration focused on the trail. Dimly, he recalled
Shakespeare advising him time and again to always be aware of the
surrounding countryside, to always be alert for movement in all
directions. But in his concern and haste he dispelled the memory
and simply kept going.

The tracks climbed a gradual slope to a
ridge, then went down the other side toward a small, shimmering
lake. Nate spotted elk on the shore but they bolted as he drew
closer. In the dank earth bordering the lake he found where the
Indians had halted to allow their animals to drink. He did the
same. Kneeling while the stallion gulped, he touched his fingers to
several of the tracks, trying to gauge how far behind the band he
was. The manner in which his fingers speared into the earth without
making the dirt crumble convinced him he was not more than ten
hours or so behind. Good. If he kept pushing, he could probably
overtake them within the next day or so.

Nate mounted and resumed the
pursuit, traveling along the west shore of the lake, then entering a thick
track of forest that seemed to stretch on forever. It was well past
noon when he emerged from the vegetation into a high country
meadow. A badger saw him and took flight. So did a doe.

He barely paid any attention to them.
Preoccupied with his quest, he soon left the meadow behind and
found himself in a region dotted with boulders the size of wagons.
The tracks beckoned him ever onward, tantalizing him with the
mystery of what lay at the end of the trail. He saw no evidence to
indicate Shakespeare had been harmed. Because the mountain man’s
white mare, like Indian mounts, went unshod, it was difficult to
tell which tracks had been made by Shakespeare’s horse. Difficult,
but not impossible.

The trail skirted another
mountain. On the opposite side the direction of travel once more
became northwest. Nate racked his brain, trying to remember which
tribes dwelt in the land that lay ahead. The Shoshones, of course,
the tribe into which he had been adopted by virtue of his marriage
to Winona, herself a Shoshone. There were also Bannocks up that
way, a tribe as ruthless in its extermination of whites as the
widely dreaded Blackfeet. And, if he recollected Shakespeare’s
teachings correctly, the Nez Percé and the Flathead Indians also staked a
claim to some of the land farther to the northwest.

He wound along a sparsely forested valley to
a series of hills. The band had gone straight up one and he
imitated their example. From the top a wondrous vista unfolded
before his appreciative gaze. He could see for many miles no matter
which way he turned. His pulse quickened when he spied a group of
horsemen far, far to the northwest, crossing a plain. He squinted
in the bright sunlight, striving to distinguish details, but the
attempt was futile.

Then he heard a faint drumming noise.

For a moment Nate couldn’t
identify the sound. He cocked his head, listening intently, and
belatedly realized the drumming was caused by horses moving at a
full gallop—to his rear. Twisting, he gasped in surprise at discovering
three Indians several hundred yards away, riding hard to overtake
him. He recognized their style of dress instantly and goaded the
stallion down the hill at a reckless pace, aware that his life hung
in the balance if he failed to elude his pursuers.

They were Utes eager for his scalp.


Chapter Two

The big stallion’s muscles rippled as it
raced to the bottom of the hill and galloped between two others.
Nate glanced over his right shoulder at the crest he had just
vacated and saw the three Utes appear. One of them vented a savage
whoop and the trio surged over the rim.

Facing front, Nate surveyed the terrain,
trying to think of a way to shake the warriors. All three carried
bows, and he knew from bitter experience that most Indian men were
exceptionally adept archers. Warriors were trained from childhood
in the use of the bow, and by the time they reached adulthood many
could hit a target the size of an apple at fifty yards with
consummate ease.

He held his body close to the stallion,
trying to make as small a target of himself as possible. The feel
of the Hawken in his left hand reassured him a bit. If he could get
far enough ahead, he might be able to discourage the three warriors
by slaying one.

Beyond the hills lay a grassy meadow. He
made a beeline for the forest on the other side, and he was halfway
across when he glimpsed the network of earthen burrows in his path.
With a start he realized they were prairie dog holes, dozens and
dozens of them, and he vividly recalled all the terrible stories
he’d heard about careless riders who ventured into prairie dog
towns and wound up being unhorsed when their mounts broke a leg and
went down.

Nate’s mouth went dry at the prospect. He
was already among the low mounds. To try to stop would court
disaster since slowing the stallion would more likely cause him to
step full into a hole. He saw scores of the white-tailed rodents
diving for cover, vanishing into their burrows with a flick of
their tails while uttering shrill barks.

He did his best to avoid the larger mounds
where the holes were obvious, but some holes were in flat ground
where they were partially concealed by grass. A prairie dog
abruptly darted in front of the stallion and the horse veered
sharply to the left. A large mound lay right in their path.

Nate hauled on the reins in a frantic bid to
avert catastrophe, but his efforts were in vain. The stallion
started to go over the mound when one of its front legs caught in a
burrow and it toppled forward. Nate threw himself from the saddle,
leaping to the right, clutching the Hawken for dear life. He landed
hard on his right shoulder and rolled to his knees, fearing the
worst.

The stallion had also hit and rolled, and
now the horse lay on its side, dazed, waving its legs and
wheezing.

Shoving upright, Nate ran to his animal,
fearing one of its legs had sustained a break. He moved around to
its head and gripped the bridle, intending to help the horse rise.
Then he heard a hateful screech and spun.

Charging toward him were the three Utes, who
had fanned out to give themselves room to maneuver and to make it
more difficult for him to slay them. They were slightly over one
hundred yards off and each warrior already had a shaft nocked to
his bowstring.

Nate knew there was no time to try and get
the stallion up and ride off. If he attempted the feat, he’d be a
pincushion before he traveled a dozen feet. His sole recourse was
to fight and hope for the best.

He whipped the Hawken to his right shoulder,
cocked the hammer, and took a bead on the centermost Ute. The
warrior saw him aim and began swerving from side to side.
Stubbornly, he tracked the rider, and when he felt certain he
couldn’t miss, he fired. At the booming retort lead streaked from
the barrel accompanied by a cloud of acrid smoke.

Ninety yards out the middle warrior flung
his arms into the air and pitched from his mount.

Nate quickly placed the rifle stock on the
ground and went to work reloading, his fingers flying. He didn’t
want to rely on the pistols just yet. Move! his mind screamed.
They’re getting closer! He swiftly poured the proper quantity of
black powder from his horn into the muzzle, using a crease in his
palm as the mark to determine how much powder was sufficient. Then
his fingers flew to the ammo pouch and removed a ball and patch. It
took all of his self-control to prevent panic from overcoming him.
He wrapped the ball in the patch and shoved both into the barrel
using his thumb. With a wrenching motion he extracted the ramrod,
glancing at his foes as he did.

The Ute on the right let an arrow fly.

Nate saw it coming, saw the
glittering tip and the spinning feathers, saw that it had been
aimed unerringly. All this he noticed in the span of a second, and
even as the shaft arced down toward his chest he
nimbly stepped to
the right. The arrow thudded into the earth several feet past the
spot where he had stood.

He glimpsed the other warrior about to fire
and shoved the ramrod down the barrel. Don’t stop! he urged
himself. Stay calm and keep going. The ramrod tamped the ball home
and he yanked the long rod out, let it fall, and pressed the stock
to his shoulder once more.

Out of the blue flashed a whizzing
arrow.

Acute pain flared in Nate’s left shoulder.
He looked down to find he’d been hit, creased by the shaft, his
shirt and skin torn open. Ignoring the wound, he sighted on the
warrior on the right, pulled back the hammer, and squeezed the
trigger when the man was sixty yards distant.

The second Ute jerked when struck, then
soundlessly toppled.

Only one left, Nate told himself, placing
the rifle at his feet. He drew the twin flintlocks, pivoting to
confront the last attacker. The Ute had a shaft ready to fly, and
as Nate laid eyes on him he did just that.

Darting to the left, Nate extended both
pistols. The shaft sped harmlessly past him. He couldn’t fire yet,
though. Pistols had a limited range and the final Ute was fifty
yards away. He had to get closer, and instead of waiting for the
warrior to come to him, he charged.

The Ute appeared surprised by the tactic. He
was nocking yet another arrow, riding straight for the young
mountaineer. In a smooth motion he brought the bow level.

Nate still couldn’t fire. Both of his
pistols were smoothbore single-shot .55 caliber flintlocks,
powerful man-stoppers under thirty yards and forty yards still
separated him from his enemy. He ran faster, hoping to shoot before
the Ute let the arrow go. But the very next instant, the warrior
fired.

Taking one more stride, Nate dived, landing
on his elbows and knees, pain jarring his limbs. He was barely
aware the shaft had passed harmlessly over his head. All that
mattered was ending the battle then and there. From his prone
position he held the pistols steady, angled the barrels upward, and
when the onrushing Ute materialized in front of both sights, about
to loose another arrow, he squeezed both triggers.

The twin balls struck the warrior high in
the chest, smacking into his body and lifting him from his horse.
He grimaced as he fell, landing flat on his back and not moving
again.

Nate lay equally still, catching his breath,
trying to calm his nerves. He looked at each Ute; none displayed
any hint of life. Then he remembered a crucial lesson he’d learned
the hard way, namely to never leave his weapons unloaded for any
longer than necessary. A mountaineer could never tell when a new
danger might crop up, sometimes immediately on the heels of
another.

He rose to his knees and proceeded to reload
both flintlocks. Once done, he hurried to retrieve the Hawken and
loaded it. As he slid the ramrod back into its housing he looked
around for the stallion. To his delight, the horse was not more
than fifteen yards to the south, standing still. He ran to the
grazing animal and bent down to examine its legs. To his immense
relief, none were broken.

Nate straightened and saw the
Ute mounts running off to the southwest. He let them go. They were
of no use to him and he had more urgent business to attend to.
Mounting, he glanced at the corpses. A year ago he would have given
them a proper burial. But he’d learned a great deal since coming
West, and one of the lessons had been that carrion eaters existed
for a reason. Who was he to deprive the coyotes and the buzzards
of their food? The good Lord had put such critters on the Earth for
a reason, and he wasn’t about to buck divine foresight.

Shrugging, still ignoring his flesh-wound,
Nate rode hard to the northwest. He eyed the nearby mountains
excitedly, seeking the ideal spot. A deer trail leading up the
slope of a high peak to his left attracted his attention. He
estimated he could climb hundreds of feet before he would need to
turn the stallion around, and from such a height he might be able
to see the distant party on the far plain.

Up the slope he went, the stallion
responding to his guidance. There were trees and high weeds on both
sides until he rose above the vegetation and reined up. The plain
was visible, but the party was nowhere in sight. Frustrated, he
squinted, and at the extreme limit of his vision he spied them, a
cluster of riders still bearing to the northwest. For a moment he
thought he saw a white horse among the group, and then they were
too indistinct for him to note any details at all.

Had he really seen Shakespeare’s mare, or
had his eyes played tricks on him? Nate frowned, debating what to
do next. If he pressed the stallion to its limit, he might overtake
that party by tomorrow afternoon at the very latest. It meant
another day’s delay in returning to Winona, but if Shakespeare was
indeed in trouble, then he owed it to his best friend to make a
rescue attempt.

The decision sparked prompt action. He
turned the stallion and went to the bottom of the mountain, then
headed toward the plain. Now that he had a definite destination in
mind, he stuck to as straight a route as possible given the
ruggedness of the terrain.

Slowly the day waned, the
golden sun climbing ever higher in the blue sky and dipping toward the
western horizon. The shadows lengthened. As evening approached,
deer and elk came out to feed in larger numbers.

Nate ignored them. He was too concerned over
Shakespeare to think about food. Reaching that plain before
nightfall became his singular goal. His thoughts strayed as he
rode, dwelling on the beautiful woman he proudly called his wife
and his anxiety over the impending birth. He’d never been a father,
but he knew that childbirth could be dangerous for a woman, knew
that many women died in delivery. The idea of such a fate befalling
Winona was too horrible to contemplate, but contemplate it he had,
which was one of the reasons he’d gone to visit Shakespeare.

The mountain man had been married before and
must know all about the act of giving birth, Nate reasoned. He
figured he could ask his mentor for advice on how best to guarantee
Winona’s delivery went without a hitch. There must be something he
could do. When he’d broached the subject with Winona, she had
bestowed one of her enigmatic wifely smiles on him and advised him
not to worry, that she knew what to do and everything would be
fine. So he’d bluntly asked her how she intended to deliver the
baby by herself, and her answer had shocked him to his core.

“Indian women have been giving birth
since the dawn of time,” Winona had explained in the manner she
might adopt to instruct a six-year old child. “I will go outside
when the baby is ready, find a quiet spot in the woods, squat, and
the baby will be born.”

Nate had mistakenly believed she was joking
and laughed. Her eyes had flashed in the manner they often did when
he made a fool of himself, and he’d realized she was serious. “Dear
God. You don’t mean it?” he’d blurted.

“Is something wrong?” Winona had
responded rather indignantly.

“Are you telling me that Shoshone
women always go off by themselves to have babies? They must have
help of some kind.”

“Well, yes, we do.”

“I knew it.”

“We usually squat next to a sapling so
we can grip the tree as tight as we want. It helps us when we push
the baby from our womb.”

“A tree?” Nate had repeated in
amazement.

“Yes. How do white women give
birth?”

“They lie in bed, as any sensible
person would, and they have a doctor come to help them. If a doctor
isn’t available, then they get a midwife or a friend or two to help
out.”

Winona had stared at him in
evident confusion. “White women give birth on their
backs?”

“Certainly. Why?”

“But a baby must come out from between
a woman’s legs. It is so much easier if the woman is upright. Then
the baby’s own weight helps to bring it into this world. Why, the
way you describe it, the woman must push and push to get the baby
out,” Winona had said, and then blinked as if in sudden
comprehension. “Perhaps that is the reason white women need so much
help.”

“I’d be a lot more
comfortable if we had some help,” Nate had said.

Winona had laughed. “Since when does a
Shoshone woman need help in using her body in the manner in which
the Great Mystery intended it?”

Nate’s cheeks flushed with
embarrassment at the memory of that conversation. He hadn’t been
able to come up with a good answer for her, and now she was intent
on delivering the baby alone. Why did women have to be so obstinate
all the time? If there was one other lesson he’d learned since setting
off on his own, it was an observation most men seemed to share:
Women were damned peculiar.

He chuckled at the notion and absently
scanned the forest ahead. By his reckoning he should reach the
plain within an hour. He went around a thicket, over a knoll, and
along a stream. Birds were chirping nearby and a squirrel chattered
at him from a high tree. The tranquility lulled him into
complacency, so he didn’t notice the creature eyeing him hungrily
until a bestial snarl rent the air and he glanced to his left to
behold the terror of the Rocky Mountains, the scourge of every
Indian and white man alike.

Lumbering toward him was a mighty grizzly
bear.


Chapter Three

Nate urged the stallion into a
race for its life, watching the bear charge and dreading the
consequences should the horse falter. He’d tangled with grizzlies
before and knew from firsthand experience why they were so
formidable. Adult males weighed fourteen hundred pounds or more and
possessed five long claws on each paw that could be used to slash
flesh to ribbons with a single swipe. And although grizzlies walked
with a slow, clumsy gait, when necessary they could run as fast as
a horse.

Now Nate found that out the hard way. He saw
the grizzly gaining and goaded the stallion to greater speed. Since
trying to shoot the grizzly while galloping on horseback would be a
waste of the ball, unless by some miracle he hit an eye or the
heart, he didn’t bother to fire. He knew its thick skull protected
the bear’s brain from all but shots fired at very close range.

He could see the bear’s sides
heaving as the brute ran. A pronounced hump above its shoulders
distinguished the terrible beast from its lesser cousin, the black
bear. The concave face, enormous in its own right, was set in feral
determination.

Not this time! Nate thought, hunching over
in the saddle.

On three prior occasions he’d been forced to
fight grizzlies; once, while en route from St. Louis to the Rockies
with his Uncle Zeke; again, when on the way to the 1828 rendezvous
just last summer; and the third time while off with Shakespeare
learning how to trap beaver. All three times he’d barely survived
the encounters.

Thinking of those attacks brought to mind
the Indian name bestowed on him by a Cheyenne warrior who witnessed
the first scrape. ‘Grizzly Killer,’ the Indians now called him in
honor of his prowess. Although, if it had been up to him, he would
gladly have avoided each run-in with the fierce beasts. Having an
Indian name was fine, but gaining it had nearly cost his life.

The grizzly vented a furious roar.

Nate looked back, elated to find the
stallion had pulled out well ahead of the bear. Grizzlies weren’t
able to sustain their top speed for any great distance, so the
stallion’s stamina would prove the determining factor. He stared
anxiously down at the ground, afraid there might be more prairie
dog burrows in his path, but the ground was level and clear.

After a minute the grizzly gave up the chase
and slowed to a disgruntled walk. It glared at the departing horse
as if indignant that any animal would decline the privilege of
being its main course.

Laughing in delight, Nate
straightened and continued toward the plain. But he was more alert,
constantly scanning the countryside for bears. Grizzlies
were everywhere in the Rockies and the Plains, and their
aggressive temperaments made them the most dangerous creatures in
the wilderness.

The sun sank below the horizon and twilight
enveloped the landscape. Still Nate pressed ahead, and the shadows
had merged into an inky blanket by the time he ultimately reached
his destination.

At the southern edge of the plain he halted,
planning to make camp right there, but the stallion raised its head
and sniffed loudly, then tapped one hoof on the ground, seemingly
eager to keep going. He gave it a free rein and the horse cut to
the right, traveled fifteen yards, and stopped beside a small
spring.

Nate patted the stallion’s neck in
gratitude. “Always trust your horse’s instincts,” Shakespeare had
once advised him, and the admonition had proven remarkably
beneficial. He climbed down and let the stallion drink.

Should he make a fire or not?
Nate mused, and decided against the notion. Campfires stood out
like sore thumbs in the vast sea of benighted forest, and for all
he knew the party he’d seen might spot his. He had plenty of jerked
venison in his saddlebags and fresh water to drink. A fire wasn’t
necessary, although he was tempted to start one just so he could
spend a few hours reading his copy of James Fenimore Cooper’s
latest book. He’d already read The Last of the Mohicans
once and liked it
so much he’d begun reading it again.

He stripped off the saddlebags and the
saddle, then tied the stallion to a nearby tree using a twenty-foot
length of rope so the horse could graze at its leisure. Not tying a
horse in Indian country was downright foolish, since the animal
might wander off or Indians might steal it. The trappers had a
saying along those lines: “It’s better to count ribs than to count
tracks.”

Which meant it was wiser to let a horse go a
little hungry by limiting its grazing space rather than let it
loose to roam and not have it in the morning.

He took a handful of venison from the
saddlebags, spread his blanket near the water, and settled down for
the night. From near and far arose the sounds of animals; the deep
coughs of panthers, the hoots of owls, the howling of wolves, and
the yipping of coyotes. Stars filled the heavens, more than he had
ever seen at any one time in New York City, and he propped his head
on his left hand to admire the celestial spectacle.

Nate wondered about Winona, hoping she was
well. He felt slightly guilty over leaving her to visit
Shakespeare, but the trip had to be made. Besides her upcoming
delivery, there was the matter of the guns to discuss.

Recently three men had tried to trade crates
of rifles to the Utes in exchange for prime beaver pelts. Had they
been successful, the Utes would have acquired the firepower
necessary to become the dominant tribe in the Rockies. Only through
sheer chance had Nate discovered their greedy scheme and thwarted
it. Now all three were dead and he had the crates safely buried
near his cabin. He hoped Shakespeare could give him advice on what
to do with the guns.

He finished the jerked meat and
drank heartily from the spring. He could hear the stallion munching
on grass, and deep in the forest an animal shrieked in pain,
perhaps under attack by a predator. Laying down again, he pondered
his predicament and debated whether to turn around by tomorrow
night if he failed to overtake the riders he’d spotted. Gradually
his eyelids drooped and he entered the realm of dreams, although in
his case they were nightmares. Once he imagined Shakespeare being
hacked to bits by a band of hostiles wielding butcher knives, and later he
dreamed that Winona had fallen and hurt herself and was calling his
name over and over in vain.

~*~

The chirping and raucous cries of countless
birds roused him from slumber before the sun rose. He sat up,
listening to them greet the dawn in their own cheery manner, then
rose and stretched. The stallion eyed him expectantly. He led it to
the spring, chewed on a piece of venison while it drank, then
saddled up. Twenty minutes after opening his eyes he was on the way
again.

Nate found the tracks left by the band and
followed them. Crossing the plain took hours; the sun was high by
the time he reached a tract of woodland and found where the band
had paralleled a stream for a spell. In a spacious clearing he came
on the warm embers of a dying fire, the site where the band had
camped for the night. The find encouraged him. It meant he was
closer to them than expected.

He pressed onward, noting the riders were
continuing to bear generally to the northwest. Unfortunately, the
mystery party left no clues behind as to their identity beyond the
obvious fact they were Indians.

At noon he was deep in mountains again. He
halted for a brief break, eating more jerky and allowing the
stallion to rest. Then he mounted and headed out.

After he covered two more miles, a high
ridge appeared. The trail wound along its base, bearing westward
because the riders skirted it, but he altered direction and rode to
the top of the ridge in the hope of seeing them. No sooner did he
rein up than his persistence was rewarded.

Eleven men were less than a
quarter of a mile away, camped at the edge of a meadow. He spied a
white horse
that might or might not be Shakespeare’s. Grinning, he retraced his
path to the bottom. The Indians, not expecting pursuit, had stopped
for an extended midday rest. Now he would find out what was going
on.

He rode to the west end of the ridge, then
warily moved into dense woodland beyond. The meadow wasn’t more
than a couple of hundred yards off and he exercised the utmost
caution as he drew within half that distance and dismounted. After
tying the stallion to a low limb, he hefted the Hawken and
stealthily advanced until he could see figures moving through the
trees.

Nate crouched, going from trunk to trunk,
studiously avoiding all twigs and branches in his path. Twenty
yards from the band he eased onto his stomach and proceeded to
crawl. He glimpsed Indians whose style of dress seemed oddly
familiar, although try as he might he couldn’t place them. Then he
spotted Shakespeare.

He halted in surprise, his eyes narrowing.
The mountain man was conversing with two warriors. Shakespeare’s
hands weren’t tied, but Nate noticed something odd. His friend
wasn’t carrying any weapons, not even a knife. Since no mountaineer
in his right mind would go anywhere unarmed, Nate concluded the
Indians had taken his mentor’s firearms and butcher knife. But if
so, and acting on the logical assumption Shakespeare was their
prisoner, why had the warriors not bound him? At the very least
Nate expected to find his friend’s wrists bound.

It made no sense.

Perplexed, Nate inched nearer
until he was within ten feet of the band, lying partially concealed
under the low limbs of a small pine tree. Another fact struck him
as strange. Previously, the warriors had been heading northwest at a rapid
clip. Yet now they were idly conversing as if they didn’t have a
care in the world and weren’t in any great hurry to reach their
destination.

Nate scanned the entire group, striving to
piece together some rhyme or reason to their behavior. His brain
abruptly shrieked a warning and he felt that something was very,
very wrong, but he couldn’t isolate the cause. He studied the
Indians, even more closely.

And then he saw it.

With a start Nate realized there were only
eight warriors present now, not ten. Where were the other two? He
looked right and left and saw no indication of them. Between the
time he’d spotted the whole band from the ridge and his arrival at
the meadow, the pair had disappeared. He figured they must be in
the woods hunting for game.

Thank goodness he hadn’t blundered into
them!

He saw Shakespeare peer into the forest and
frown. Why? The idea of signaling his friend occurred to him but he
discarded the notion as too dangerous. One of the Indians might see
him. He crossed his forearms and rested his chin on them, the
Hawken at his right side.

A tall Indian approached McNair. He wore
fine buckskins and had long, dark, braided hair flecked with spots
of gray and adorned with four eagle feathers. Instead of a bow,
which was far more common among warriors of all tribes, he cradled
a flintlock rifle in his arms.

Nate figured the warrior must be a prominent
member of the tribe. The man stopped and addressed Shakespeare, and
to Nate’s utter amazement the warrior spoke English.

“It will not be long now,
Carcajou.”

The name was familiar to Nate. It was the
French word for the wolverine, a denizen of the Rockies reputed to
be every bit as fierce as the grizzly, and the name by which
several of the tribes referred to the white-haired mountain man. He
saw Shakespeare glare at the speaker, then respond bitterly.

“May all your male children become
women.”

One of the other warriors laughed.

The tall Indian took the insult in stride.
He sighed and gazed into the distance. “How long will you be mad at
me, my brother?”

“For as long as the sun shines,”
Shakespeare replied. “And don’t call me your brother, Buffalo Horn.
You are the lowest, meanest son of a bitch who ever lived and I
hope the Blackfeet take your hair real soon.”

Nate was astounded his friend would use such
language. Indian men adhered to a strong unwritten code of honor
and dignity, and they rarely tolerated personal insults. Then, to
compound his confusion, the tall warrior and the same one who had
laughed before both did so.

This other warrior, a lean man with a hooked
nose and a pointed chin, wagged the war club he held and said, “You
know a man must be true to his word. Whether white or Indian, a
man’s word is a measure of his worth as a human being.”

Shakespeare bristled. “If I wasn’t so
outnumbered I’d teach you about worth, Running Elk, you
polecat.”

Buffalo Horn made a gesture as if to say
that talking with McNair was a waste of time. “We have been through
that once.”

“Don’t remind me,” Shakespeare
said.

“I never thought I would
live to see the day when you would turn your back on your word,” Buffalo Horn
declared. “And after all that happened.”

“It happened twenty years ago, damn
your hide,” Shakespeare snapped. “You can’t expect to hold me to it
after so much time has passed.”

“It is out of my hands,” Buffalo Horn
said solemnly.

“I’ll remember you for this,”
Shakespeare promised. “Some day, some way, I’ll get
even.”

Nate wished one of them would drop a clue as
to the topic of their discussion. He had no idea what was going on.
Sliding forward several inches, he cocked his head to listen
better. So well that he distinctly heard the click of a hammer
being cocked. A heartbeat later he felt the barrel of a gun jab
into the nape of his neck.


Chapter Four

Nate froze, knowing the slightest move would
prove fatal. He heard someone snicker, and then a pair of moccasin
covered feet stepped into view. The gun barrel, however, never
moved, which indicated there were two of them. The two missing
warriors, he figured.

A young warrior squatted in front of him.
Smiling, he wagged a tomahawk he held in his right hand, then
motioned for Nate to rise.

Bewildered, Nate complied. The pressure on
his neck disappeared, and a second warrior moved around in front of
him. This one held a cocked fusee, one of the inferior trade rifles
the Indians received from the fur companies in exchange for prime
pelts. While fusees lacked the range of conventional long guns,
they were every bit as lethal pinned in one’s neck.

The warrior with the tomahawk
leaned forward and picked up the Hawken. Rising, he removed both
of Nate’s
pistols, the butcher knife, and Nate’s tomahawk. He admired the
weapons for a bit, then jerked his thumb toward the
camp.

Incensed at himself for being taken so
easily, Nate walked forward. The other Indians heard him coming, as
did Shakespeare, and they turned to regard him with a mixture of
curiosity and amusement, but no hostility.

The mountain man placed his hands on his
hips and declared testily, “I thought I taught you better than
this. How could you let yourself be taken by these half-wits?”

“I was about to ask the same thing of
you,” Nate retorted, annoyed at the brusque greeting. After all the
trouble he had gone to, he felt a friendly smile at the very least
was in order.

A hearty laugh burst from Buffalo Horn. “The
cub has a point, Carcajou. What is your answer?”

Shakespeare snorted indignantly. “I have a
valid excuse. You curs sneaked into my cabin while I was reading
and got the drop on me. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.”

Running Elk grinned. “And we should thank
you for leaving your door open. Otherwise, we could never have
sneaked in.”

“Grind a man’s face in it, why don’t
you?” Shakespeare snapped, and glancing at Nate he encompassed all
of the band in a single sweep of his arm. “Go, bind thou up yon
dangling apricots, which, like unruly children, make their sire
stoop with oppression of their prodigal weight: Give some
supportance to the bending twigs. Go thou, and like an executioner,
cut off the heads of too fast growing sprays, that look too lofty
in our commonwealth.”

Nate knew his mentor had quoted
William Shakespeare again, although he had no idea from which
play the
quote stemmed. He saw Buffalo Horn and Running Elk exchange grins
and shook his head in confusion.

The warrior who had confiscated Nate’s
weapons stepped forward and placed them at Buffalo Horn’s feet. A
short discussion in their native tongue ensued, after which the two
warriors responsible for his capture hastened back into the
forest.

“They
will find your horse and bring it here,” Buffalo Horn addressed
Nate. “You will need it on the long ride ahead.”

“What long ride?” Nate asked, and
faced his mentor. “Do you mind telling me what in blazes is going
on?”

“What’s to explain?” Shakespeare
rejoined. “It should be obvious. We’re in the clutches of savages
who will likely take our hair.”

Buffalo Horn hissed like an angry viper.
“That is not true and you well know it, McNair. We will not harm a
hair on either of you.” He paused and smirked. “Unless you try to
escape, of course.”

“Heathen devil,” Shakespeare muttered,
and walked a few yards to the west, turning his back on the
Indians.

Stepping to his friend’s side, Nate placed a
hand on Shakespeare’s shoulder. “None of this makes any sense to
me. You seem to know these Indians. Who are they?”

“Flatheads,” Shakespeare snapped
distastefully.

Suddenly Nate recollected where he had seen
such Indians before; at the last rendezvous. Various tribes
attended the rowdy annual event to trade, sell women, or
participate in the contests of marksmanship, horse riding, and
other skills. “The same ones who were at the rendezvous?” he
inquired, studying them.

“No, a different bunch,”
Shakespeare said. “Buffalo Horn and these others are from another
village. They weren’t at the rendezvous because they’re afraid to
travel so near to Blackfoot country.”

Nate glanced at Buffalo Horn, who had
overheard the remark, and saw the Indian scowl.

“Again you lie, McNair,”
the warrior declared. “We have been at the rendezvous every year
except last year, when we could not come because of a council we
were holding with the Nez Percé. Why must you keep trying to make me
mad?”

“Because I’m hoping you’ll take a
swing at me so I can break your jaw,” Shakespeare
responded.

Buffalo Horn looked at Nate. “Please forgive
his manners, Mr. King. Most men would not treat their
brother-in-law with such disrespect.”

“Brother-in-law?” Nate said in
astonishment, then realized the Flathead had called him by name.
“Wait a minute. How is it that you know me?”

“Shakespeare has told us much about
you,” Buffalo Horn said. “He told us you are not like most whites.
You respect our way of life and the earth on which all men must
live. He says you are a mighty warrior and generations to come will
remember you.”

“He did?” Nate blurted in
surprise.

“I was exaggerating,” Shakespeare said
defensively. “I was trying to convince them to let me go. Told them
you’d be after them if they didn’t.” He snorted again. “I had no
idea you’d practically walk into their hands.”

“They found me by accident,” Nate
said.

“Accident, hell. Running Elk saw you
on that ridge back yonder,” Shakespeare stated. “They deliberately
dawdled here to give you a chance to make a fool of yourself. And
you accommodated them.”

“They set a trap for me?”

The mountain man nodded.
“Buffalo Horn sent two men into the trees to wait for you to show up. He told
them to take you alive, otherwise you’d be bald right about
now.”

Nate felt like a prize dunderhead. He
glanced at the forest to discover his two captors returning with
his black stallion, then at Buffalo Horn, the man who claimed to be
McNair’s brother-in-law. The thought jogged his memory. “Didn’t you
once tell me that you were married to a Flathead woman a long time
ago?”

“I may have.”

“Was the woman Buffalo Horn’s
sister?”

“Unfortunately.”

Nate’s confusion doubled. When a white man
married an Indian woman, the tribe usually adopted the groom as one
of their own, just as the Shoshones had done with him. If the
Flatheads had done likewise with Shakespeare, why were they taking
him against his will? And to where? He posed the question to
Buffalo Horn.

“We are on our way to our village,”
the warrior answered. “You are welcome to come, if you like. If
not, and if you give your word that you will not interfere with
what must be done, we will give you back your weapons and allow you
to ride off.”

“Just like that?”

“My people have never taken the life
of a white man and there is no reason for us to take yours,”
Buffalo Horn said. “We have always been friendly to all whites.
When trappers come to our village, we feed them and
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