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CHAPTER I

Tomahawk Flashed Down
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MITCH DOOM was tall, spare, and wide-shouldered. He was hard as iron and as tireless as a wolf. His buckskins were stained with smoke and dirt. His dark, pockmarked face seemed to have the same leathery quality as his hunting-shirt, and his gray eyes hinted smoulderingly of an untamed spirit.

Squatting against the back wall, inside the half-dark trappers’ cabin, Doom stared at Tim Idleman.

“I’ve been trappin’ and huntin’ in these mountains for a long time, Tim,” Doom said in a harsh voice, “and I never saw it fail. The red devils ‘ll be comin’ into West Park right away now, lookin’ for trappers that didn’t have sense enough to get out with their catch soon as the passes open up.”

Tim Idleman was nearly as tall as Mitch Doom, and he was dressed much the same; but his face was not as hard as Doom’s, nor his muscles as tough. Now his eyes had a sultry gleam.

“You been bossin’ me and Bill all winter,” Idleman said, “and that’s all right. You’re supposed to be the leader. We got eight hundred good furs, but they’s plenty more we ain’t got. I’ve trapped some myself, and I ain’t lookin’ for the Utes to bust in here for a month yet.”

Mitch Doom’s smouldering eyes did not waver; his bleak face did not change expression. He said:

“We got eight hundred furs. That’s a good catch. I’ve worked many a winter for less. I say now’s the time to get out.” 

The third member of their trapping team, young Bill Yelton, leaned against the wall across from Doom. This was only his second winter as a trapper. He said: 

“Mitch, we got the furs all cached where the Utes couldn’t find ‘ern if they did come. We could take a chance.”

Doom shifted his glance to Yelton’s face. He spat.

“We could take a chance,” he snapped. “It’d be takin’ a chance too. If we stay here another week, we’re like to lose our furs and traps, and our hair, too. We’ve done stayed too long.”

Tim Idleman shrugged. “All right, Mitch. Let’s get our furs loaded on the hosses and head for Taos, then. But we’ll be losin’ by doin’ it.”

Mitch Doom rose. In his belt he had a heavy knife and two single-shot pistols. His rifle leaned against the wall at his side, and he picked the gun up now. He said: 

“You boys better be gettin’ things ready. We’ll take in the rest of the traps tonight, and we’ll get the furs out of the cache and packed on the hosses. We’ll pull out in the mornin’.” He moved toward the door, walking with the mountain man’s effortless stride. “I’m goin’ up the ridge and take a look around.”

Neither of his pards answered, and Doom went outside. His slow glance moved around, studying the surroundings of the cabin. Varying from the Rocky Mountain trapper’s usual custom, Doom and his two friends had built a shelter of pine entirely above ground, instead of a dugout.

Doom set off up the slope to the northward, his eyes restless and alert, the rifle slung in the crook of his right arm. His bleak, dark, pitted face wore an unusually grim expression. As he walked, his glance returned again and again to a creek off to his left, marked by its bordering willows and quaking aspens. But nothing held his gaze long.

Doom reached the top of the slope and started along the ridge. He had taken thirty steps when he stopped suddenly. His glance went down the northward slope, which was shaded by a scattered growth of pine.

For twenty seconds, Doom did not move; then he turned and plunged off the crest of the ridge, taking a diagonal course toward the cabin. He went down the slope in long, plunging leaps.

■ ■ ■

THE cabin door opened and Bill Yelton stepped outside. He saw Doom and halted abruptly. For a moment, the youth stood with his body twisted, one leg bent, his head lifted, as if frozen in that position. Then he turned his head and spoke over a shoulder and Tim Idleman opened the door.

Doom raced on, his rifle swinging in his right hand. He called out in a harsh, long-reaching voice:

“Utes comin’. Get your guns, boys. We’ll have to run for it.”

Thu Idleman jerked his head out of sight; and Bill Yelton wheeled about and plunged into the cabin. Doom did not slacken speed, and he did not look back. 

Tim Idleman and Bill Yelton ran from the cabin. Idleman’s glance went up the slope, and he uttered a curse.

“There the devils come, boys,” Idleman said, and turned southward away from the cabin at a run.

Bill Yelton was right on Idleman’s heels; but now that his pards were outside and running Mitch Doom’s moccasined feet slowed down, and at the corner of the cabin, he stopped and turned.

Doom stared upward at the charging Indians. One of them was well in advance of the others.

Doom lifted his long rifle and took steady aim. The gun cracked sharply, and the leading redskin went down in a long, tumbling fall. Doom turned and ran, reloading his rifle on the run.

Tim Idleman and Bill Yelton slowed down at the sound of Doom’s gun. They looked back, holding a jog-trot till Doom overtook them.

“I counted twenty-two of ‘em,” Doom said, his breathing fast but well controlled. “There ain’t but twenty-one of the devils now.”

They ran on. They made the top of a hill two hundred yards from the cabin. The Utes were running around the cabin, and one or two entered.

Doom grinned. “They’ll have some fun with our traps and what supplies we had left,” he said, “but maybe they won’t find the furs. We got ‘ens pretty well cached. Come on, boys.”

He turned and ran on. The Indians were leaving the cabin, renewing the chase, their first object being to run the white men down. Then they could return to the cabin.

Mitch Doom swung along in an easy, loping stride. He could have outdistanced either of his pards, but he held his speed down with theirs. The Indians reached the top of the hill and started down, their war-whoop reaching ahead of them. 

The white men made for another low hill, reached the top, and then Doom said: 

“Let’s wait here and give ‘em some lead, boys.”

The others stopped without question and waited quietly while the Indians charged nearer. Only the youth, Bill Yelton, showed any sign of nervousness. 

Mitch Doom raised his gun. “Pick your man, boys, and don’t miss.” 

Yelton and Idleman put their guns to shoulder, and Doom coolly pointed out to them the Indian each should shoot at. At a word from Doom, the three rifles cracked, and three Indians fell. The remaining redskins did not even pause.

“Come on,” Doom said, and they turned and ran, reloading their guns as they went. Doom was grinning, but it was a hard, unpleasant grin. “That leaves just eighteen boys. In a couple days, we ought to have ‘em thinned out so we can handle ‘ern.”

Bill Yelton’s breath was coming fast. Sweat glistened on his young face. He looked at the mountain man in amazement 

“Couple days ?” he echoed. “We can’t keep this up a couple days.”

Doom’s grin faded. “I could,” he said. “They ain’t got anything but tomahawks, and knives, and arrows. They can’t fight till they get pretty close, but they think they can fag on out. We got to keep goin’.”

Tim Idleman grunted. “Hell, Mitch.” 

“What’s the matter ?”

“Bill can’t keep goin’ long,” Idleman said. “He ain’t been on the trail long, y’ know. Me, I can keep this up all day, mebbe, but—”

“We’ll have to make a stand often, then,” Doom said. “If they catch us—” 

They made another stand and fired another round. This time, they got only two Indians, and then they reloaded on the run again.

Doom said, “If I hadn’t missed that shot, there’d be fifteen of ‘em—just five apiece.”

Bill Yelton said in a panting voice: “You didn’t miss, and you know it. It was my Injun that didn’t fall.”

“You shot too quick,” Tim Idleman said. “You want to take your time when you’re shootin’ Injuns at that distance, son.”

■ ■ ■

AT midafternoon, they were still running; still stopping at intervals to make a stand, and reloading on the run. Doom estimated that they had covered about twenty miles. The Indians had gained only slightly, and all their gain had been made in the past two hours, when Bill Yelton’s pace had begun to slacken. 

The youth’s face was pale and strained. Doom watched him sidelong as he kept pace with the boy. Tim Idleman was slightly ahead.

Doom said, “There’s only eight of the redskins now. If we could hold out a few hours longer....” The tall mountain man showed no sign of fatigue, after the seven hours of flight. “You pretty tired, Bill?”

Bill answered jerkily, “Can’t . . . can’t make it, Mitch. You and Tim go ahead. I—”

Mitch Doom growled deep in his throat. “We’re stickin’ together.” He looked back and muttered an oath. The eight Utes were much closer than they had ever been before. The pace of the white men was getting slower and slower. “Let’s give ‘em another round, boys.”

Tim Idleman heard Doom’s call, perhaps, but he continued to run. Doom lifted his voice: “Tim, hold on. We’ll give ‘em a round.”

Tim Idleman stopped, with evident reluctance. His pointed face wore a scowl, and he was muttering as he brought up his rifle. Side by side, the three whites took steady aim and fired. The eight redskins faltered; then six of them came on again, their hair-raising war-whoop reaching ahead of them.

The trappers were on a hill top, and now they turned and started down the far slope. Bill Yelton fired.

“Missed again,” Yelton mumbled, at Doom’s side. “Thought I could shoot better than that.”

“You’re tired, Bill,” Doom said grimly. “But
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