
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


[image: tmp_e73e9fcd56b322014ddae7d7e61bf160_veAf6z_html_6ea3244.jpg]

 



 


Spanish Slaughter

 


When the United States was
still a new nation, it took immense courage for mountain men like
Nathaniel King to venture into the untamed wilds of the Rocky
Mountains. But despite the never-ending dangers and hardships, a
few bold adventurers struggled to survive and create a life for
themselves in the wilderness. To them any risk was worth the
greatest treasure of them all … the ability to live
free.

To others, though, freedom
was not enough. When a Spaniard and his party set out to find a
legendary lost gold mine, they needed a guide, the best in the
mountains. Convinced that only Nate King could lead them through
the deadly wilderness, the Spaniard forced the mighty mountain man
to make the journey … a journey that would take every ounce of
skill and courage Nate had if any of them were to make it back
alive. 
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One

 


Nate King sat up with a start. Alarmed, he
scanned his family’s cozy cabin. Bathed in the rosy glow of tiny
fingers of flame dancing in the fireplace were the sleeping forms
of his son, Zach, and his daughter, Evelyn. Each lay in an opposite
corner, bundled in thick bear hides.

Beside Nate, his wife stirred and muttered.
Nate glanced down at Winona’s beautiful features. She was still
asleep, her long raven tresses framing her head like a luxuriant
dark halo.

What had awakened him? Nate recalled having
a bizarre dream about strange, bloodthirsty creatures. One had the
body of a man but the head of a bull, and was nearly impossible to
kill. The thing had charged him, snorting loudly, wicked horns
gleaming. Although Nate emptied his guns, the creature just kept
coming. The monster had been almost on top of him when Nate woke
up.

Nate smiled sheepishly. So that was the
reason, a stupid nightmare. It served him right for eating a late
snack of pemmican and wild onions. Relieved, Nate lay back down,
idly scratching his bearded chin.

Gradually, his powerful body relaxing, Nate
drifted off. He was almost sound asleep when a series of thuds and
a high-pitched nicker snapped him bolt upright again. His piercing
green eyes swung toward the window, paned with precious glass
brought all the way from St. Louis.

When the whinny was repeated, Nate quietly
slid from bed and padded in his bare feet to a chair. Over it were
draped his buckskin shirt and leggings. Under it were his
moccasins.

Despite the chill at that altitude at night,
Nate donned only the leggings. If something was after their horses,
he would have to get outside right away.

Propped against the doorjamb was his prized
Hawken, crafted by the famous brothers of that name. Grabbing it,
he cracked the door and listened. Wind whispered in the pines. To
the north, in the distance, a wolf howled. It was answered by
another far to the west.

Nate slipped from the low cabin, keeping his
back to the wall as he cat-footed to the right toward the
rough-hewn corral. In it were their four mounts and three
packhorses.

At the corner, Nate paused. The horses were
clustered in the center, ears pricked, staring intently at the inky
forest that ringed the homestead. Something must be out there,
stalking them, he figured.

Nate frowned. He had cleared their secluded
valley of big predators years ago. From time to time, however, a
painter or a grizzly would wander into the pristine paradise and
take up residence. Whenever that happened, he tracked them down and
disposed of them. They were simply too dangerous, especially the
grizzlies, to be allowed to live in close proximity to his loved
ones.

Nate’s razor-keen senses probed the murky
woods. Whatever prowled the night was not making any noise. With
the limitless patience of a true hunter, he waited, watching the
horses. They would tell him when the beast was near.

Sure enough, in under a minute Nate’s black
stallion stamped a hoof and tossed its head. It was a signal for
the others to act up.

In among the trees, a twig snapped. Nate
instantly crouched, his thumb curling back the Hawken’s hammer. He
wished that he had thought to bring his pistols, as well. A single
shot seldom dropped a charging grizzly, if that was indeed what
lurked in the darkness.

A broad-shouldered, powerfully built man,
Nate King was not the least bit scared. He had tangled with
grizzlies before. So often, in fact, that he was known as “Grizzly
Killer” by the tribes who inhabited the region.

Still, grizzlies were never to be taken
lightly. Enormous brutes, some five to six feet high at the
shoulders and weighing up to a thousand pounds, they were the lords
of their domain. Notoriously hard to kill, they sported claws over
four inches long and teeth that could crush the thickest bones, or
a human skull, with frightening ease.

The big stallion stomped again and moved a
few feet toward the rails. It peered intently at a thicket fifty
feet away.

Nate did the same. He trusted the stallion’s
hearing, which was vastly superior to his own. A hint of vague
movement stiffened him. He pressed his cheek to the rifle and
sighted down the barrel. Fixing a bead in the dark would be a
challenge, but he must not miss.

Something flitted from the thicket to a
tree. Nate was startled to see a two-legged silhouette. It wasn’t a
wild animal, after all!

Nate’s mind raced.
Who could it be? He had
made peace with all the neighboring tribes, even the Utes, who
claimed the valley as part of their territory. It had been ages
since any Indians gave him trouble.

Maybe it was Blackfeet, Nate speculated. Or
one of their allies in the Blackfoot Confederacy, the Piegans or
the Bloods. All three tribes hated whites. For years now they had
made wolf meat of every mountaineer they came across.

It was rare, though, for Blackfoot war
parties to rove this far south of their usual haunts. Rare, but not
unprecedented.

Nate prayed it wasn’t the case. His deepest,
abiding fear was that one day his family would be caught unprepared
by hostiles, and slaughtered. The fear was not unfounded, since
many whites, some friends of his, had suffered just such a grisly
fate.

The figure moved again, to another tree.
Whoever it was, the man was circling around to the front of the
cabin.

Holding his fire, Nate eased onto his belly.
Stygian shadows at the base of the wall effectively hid him. The
nocturnal stalker was in for a nasty surprise.

Then another form, much nearer, separated
itself from a large boulder. Nate shifted to fix a bead, but the
man went to ground behind a log.

A faint noise sounded. To Nate’s utter
dismay, it came from inside the cabin. Someone must be up. Maybe
Winona had woke, found him gone, and noticed the door he had
foolishly left open. Knowing her, she would immediately rise to
investigate.

An awful mental image of his wife being
transfixed by arrows as she stood framed in the doorway galvanized
Nate into rising into a crouch and backing toward the door.

Neither of the figures was visible.

Maybe it would be all right, Nate told
himself. Maybe Winona had not made the noise. Maybe she was still
sound asleep. Maybe—

Hinges creaked. The door swung wide. “Nate?”
Winona King whispered. Moments ago she had rolled over in bed and
sleepily reached out to drape an arm across her husband’s muscular
chest. Only, he had not been there.

Concerned, Winona had roused herself.
Discovering the door cracked sparked more worry.

Now, rifle in hand, Winona stared into the
benighted woodland, her hair fanned by a gust of wind. She took a
cautious step. Common sense dictated that she be extremely careful.
As her people, the Shoshones, had learned the hard way, in the
wilderness mistakes usually proved fatal.

Out of the corner of her eye she registered
motion. Someone was slinking along the base of the cabin toward
her! He sprang! Pivoting, she brought the muzzle up.

Nate King, fearful for his wife’s safety,
tackled her around the shins, his shoulder brushing against her
gun. It was well he bumped it, for the rifle went off in his ear,
discharging a ball into the earth.

Too late, Winona had recognized who it was.
As she fell, a whizzing object flashed overhead and embedded itself
in a log. She landed flat on her back, a quivering arrow in the
space her chest had occupied a heartbeat ago.

“Get back inside!” Nate
bellowed, giving her a push as he heaved to his knees and swung to
confront their attackers. A rifle flashed in the dark, spewing
smoke. A bullet slammed into the wall at his shoulder.

Taking a hasty bead, Nate fired into the
center of the smoke, then backpedaled into the cabin as another
arrow cleaved the crisp air. It narrowly missed his head.

Winona had flung herself indoors. Darting to
their table, she procured a pair of pistols and dashed to her man’s
side. “Here,” she said, taking his Hawken and shoving the smooth
stocks into his brawny hands.

In the far corner, young Zachary King jumped
up out of his bedding and rushed to his parents. “What’s happening,
Pa?” he cried. “Who’s out there?”

From under a pile of bearskins in the other
corner rose little Evelyn. Where city-bred girls her tender age
might have screamed or cringed in terror, she took in the situation
at a glance and promptly ran to her mother’s side to be of what
help she could.

Nate King pressed a shoulder to the jamb and
peeked out, seeking sign of their attackers.

“Who the blazes is out
there?” Zach repeated anxiously.

“I don’t rightly know,”
Nate whispered. “Now, hush.”

The woods were unnaturally still. All the
wildlife in the valley had gone quiet.

Winona, bent at the waist, moved to the wall
where their ammo pouches and powder horns were suspended from pegs.
She began reloading the Hawken and her rifle, measuring how much
black powder to use by the feel of the grains in her palm.

Winona took great pride in her ability. Few
Shoshones owned rifles; those who did were all warriors. And few of
them were as skilled as she was, thanks to her husband’s
tutelage.

It had been Nate who insisted she learn to
shoot. As in everything else, she had proven to be a fast learner.
On occasion, she even outshot him, and he was accounted a
first-rate marksman by the mountain man fraternity.

Fighting alongside him came as natural to
her as breathing. From an early age, Shoshone girls were taught to
stand by their men in a crisis, to be brave in the face of
adversity. It was essential if the Shoshones were to survive, for
they were a warrior society at heart.

Warriors garnered positions of leadership
and prestige by counting coup in battle. Women were required to
master crafts necessary for the upkeep of a lodge and the welfare
of their families, but they were also expected to show as much
courage as their mates when the need arose.

Nate was mystified by the silence. War
parties usually made all sorts of racket to intimidate their
enemies. Where were the wild war whoops, the frenzied screeches,
the lusty yips of adversaries eager to take scalps?

In the midst of the dense foliage, a rifle
boomed. The ball smashed into the jamb inches from Nate’s cheek.
Flying slivers stung him as he jerked back.

“Watch out, Pa!” Zach
cried. Eager to do his part, he glided to his rifle, which he had
leaned in the corner before retiring. A Hawken, like his pa’s, it
was a .40-caliber instead of a .60, but it shot just as
true.

Zach looped to the other side of the
doorway. “Anything?” he whispered.

Nate shook his head. It proved a mistake.
The movement drew a buzzing shaft, which passed a finger’s-width
from his ear, missing his startled daughter by a cat’s whisker, and
shattered against the stone fireplace.

“Whoever it is must have
eyes like an owl,” Zach commented.

Nate nodded. “Get down,” he told Evelyn, and
after she obeyed, he sidled to the window and placed an eye against
the lower edge.

“It’s too bad Shakespeare
isn’t here,” Winona said. The person whom she referred to,
Shakespeare McNair, was a fellow free trapper and the best friend
Nate ever had. Most of what Nate knew, his vast knowledge of
woodlore and wildlife, he owed to McNair, whose fondness for the
English bard had earned him the unusual nickname.

That very morning, Shakespeare and his wife
had left after an extended visit. Nate mused wryly that the two
extra guns would sure come in handy right about now.

“Maybe they’ll give up
once they see that they can’t get at us,” Zach remarked. The log
walls were too thick for lead balls and arrows to penetrate. Fire
might drive them out, but anyone foolish enough to rush the cabin
with a burning brand would be picked off before he got close enough
to fling the torch.

Winona finished reloading and brought the
heavy Hawken to her husband. “Here.”

Nate tucked the two pistols under his wide
leather belt, accepted the rifle, and said, “Keep your eyes skinned
out front.” Hurrying to a narrow slit carved at shoulder height in
the north wall, he lifted a flap of deer hide that covered it and
gazed at the thick foliage beyond the clearing in which the cabin
stood.

The slit was a new addition, one of a
half-dozen gun ports patterned after those at Bent’s Fort. Nate had
carved them six months ago, with Zach’s help, prompted by dread
that one day a war party might trap his family in the cabin and
burn it down around them.

The tops of trees bent to gusts of wind. If
anyone was out there, they were well concealed.

Nate stepped to the next port, and the next.
“Not a sign,” he grumbled.

“Fat lot of good it’ll do
the vermin, Pa,” Zach declared. “At first light, let’s rush on out.
We can hunt each and every one down and give them a taste of their
own medicine. What do you say?”

Nate King sighed. He couldn’t fault his son
for being impetuous and overconfident. Typically, most youths his
age were. The young always rushed in, where wiser heads exercised
caution. “We’ll wait and see,” he responded.

In the gloom, no one noticed Zach’s
disappointment. It was not the Shoshone way to wait meekly to be
slaughtered. When a village was raided, the warriors always carried
the fight to their foes.

Many an evening, Zach had sat around a
roaring campfire, listening with other Shoshone boys to seasoned
warriors relate their exploits in war.

There would come a day, Zach had vowed, when
he, too, would be a great warrior, just like Touch The Clouds and
Drags The Rope and Buffalo Hump. And his father.

It pleased Zach to no end that his pa, an
adopted Shoshone, was reckoned among the bravest. On numerous
occasions he had heard how his father once rallied the entire tribe
against a marauding band of Blackfeet. How his pa once saved
countless lives, and risked life and limb in the bargain, to
arrange a crucial truce between the Shoshones and the Utes. And how
his father had slain the largest grizzly ever encountered in the
central Rockies, a monster that had terrorized the Shoshones for
years.

Yes, sir! Zach proudly reflected. He would
make his father proud of him, or he would die in the attempt.

Nate returned to the door. Winona was at the
window; Evelyn was huddled under the table. For the moment they
were safe enough.

Their mounts and the pack animals were
another matter. Among some tribes, a warrior was accorded as a high
a coup for stealing a horse as for slaying an enemy. The war party
was bound to try to sneak into camp, and Nate mentioned as
much.

“I will keep watch over
them,” Winona volunteered, and moved to a slit in the south
wall.

It was the best they could do. Nate
hunkered, cradling the Hawken. Closing the door would offer more
protection but deprive him of an unobstructed view of the area in
front of the cabin, so he left it as it was.

“Is everyone’s mouth as
dry as mine?” Zach asked.

Evelyn took that as her cue to go to the
water pail kept on a counter under the window. Taking a dipper off
the wall, she brought a drink to her brother, giving the entrance a
wide berth when she crossed the room. It was not much, but she was
helping out, which she yearned to do more than anything else.

“Thanks, sis,” Zach
said.

Nate smiled at them. For siblings, they got
along well. None of the bickering so common among the children of
his kin back in New York. None of the constant spatting that drove
a parent to distraction.

Nate could not get over how much his
daughter had grown in the past year. It seemed like just yesterday
she had been a chubby little cherub in a cradleboard. Except for
her curly hair, Evelyn was the spitting image of her mother, which
pleased Nate no end.

“You’re welcome, Stalking
Coyote,” Evelyn said, calling Zach by his Shoshone name, as was her
custom. Her Shoshone name was Blue Flower, which she favored over
her Christian one, just as she was partial to Shoshone customs over
those of her father.

Nate did not mind. He wasn’t one of those
who forced his outlook on life down the throats of his offspring.
The way Nate saw it, children were a lot like flowers. They should
be lovingly tended and nurtured but left pretty much free to grow
as they saw fit.

Within bounds, of course. Nate would not
tolerate disrespect. Sassing Winona or him was not permitted. Nor
could his children shirk their daily chores. They were required to
perform them without complaint.

Indistinct movement in the woods brought
Nate’s musing to an abrupt end. He brought up the Hawken but had no
definite target. Settling back, he craned his neck to take a gander
at the heavens.

Judging by the position of the Big Dipper
and the North Star, it was close to three in the morning. In
another hour and a half the sky would begin to brighten, heralding
a new day.

Minutes dragged by as if weighted by
millstones. Nate kept expecting the war party to make a move, but
nothing happened. Perhaps the warriors were waiting until daylight
to make a concerted rush.

Over by the south wall, Winona did not let
down her vigilance. Their enemies would need only a few moments to
drive the horses off, so she must not let her attention stray.

Zach hoped that the warriors would act soon.
The waiting ate at his nerves like a termite through wood. He was
impatient to count coup.

In due course the eastern half of the
firmament blushed pink. One by one the stars were swallowed by
slowly spreading sunlight.

Across the lake birds erupted in throaty
chorus, while on the north shore a small herd of elk slaked their
thirst. In the vicinity of the cabin, located west of the lake,
songbirds did not utter a peep. Deer, rabbits, and the like were
conspicuous by their absence.

It led Nate to believe that the war party
was still close by. As the shadows retreated under the onslaught of
dawn, he sought some sign of the men who had shot at him.

Presently, a golden crown rimmed the eastern
horizon. Under normal circumstances Nate would have been entranced
by the spectacular vista of lofty peaks, forested slopes, and a
blazing solar arch.

“Where are they?” Zach wondered, craning
his neck to see better.

“Keep your head down!”
Nate exclaimed, giving his son a none-too-gentle shove. “Haven’t I
taught you better than that?” In the mountains, being impulsive was
as bad as being careless. Either could get a body
killed.

“Sorry, Pa,” Zach said. He
knew better. He was just tired of standing around twiddling his
thumbs. “But shouldn’t we do something?”

“I aim to, shortly,” Nate
informed him. They had enough food and water on hand to last for
days, if need be. So it was not urgent that they break out. Being
cooped up, though, rankled him. He would much rather take the fight
to the enemy than sit there and wait for the war party to bring the
fight to them.

Winona had overheard, and turned. “What do
you plan to do, husband?” she inquired in her impeccable
English.

“Go for my morning
stroll,” Nate replied with a grin.

“And be rubbed out? No.”
Winona gestured. “We have the advantage here. They cannot get at us
except through the door, and they cannot get close to it without
being spotted. It is best for all of us to stay inside.”

“I don’t fancy being
hemmed in,” Nate confessed.

“No.”

If his marriage had taught Nate anything, it
was that there was no arguing with a woman once she made up her
mind. A man could talk himself hoarse. He could rant and rail. He
could even pout and plead. But it went in one ear and out the
other.

One tactic, and one alone, sometimes worked.
As stubborn as a woman could be, she was usually willing to bow to
irrefutable logic. “We’ve held our own so far, true,” he said, “but
what if more show up? I say we drive these off now, while we still
can.” Winona gnawed her lower lip. She hated to admit it, but he
had a point.

“The two of you can cover
me,” Nate proposed. “Once I’m in the trees, close the door and
don’t open it again unless I holler.”

“I don’t know ...” Winona
hedged.

Nate backed to the table to give himself a
running start. “Time’s wasting,” he said.

Reluctantly, Winona switched positions,
taking up his post by the door. As she passed him, she brazenly
kissed her man full on the mouth. “Take care, Grizzly Killer.”

“Always,” Nate said, and
hurtled on out.


 


 


Two

“I swear!” declared
Shakespeare McNair. “I must not have been paying attention when the
Almighty asked us to line up so he could pass out brains.” His
piercing blue eyes shifted to the lovely Flathead who rode beside
him. When she offered no comment, he growled deep in his throat
like a riled griz and said, “You’re supposed to speak in my
defense. Point out that everyone forgets things now and
again.”

Blue Water Woman bestowed an amused look on
him. “I am? Sorry, husband. I did not see the need since everyone
knows that you have been searching for your brains ever since.”

“Wench!” Shakespeare
huffed.

His wife’s merry laughter tinkled on the
wayward breeze. They were winding down a series of low hills
bordering the high country valley that was home to the man
Shakespeare regarded more as a son than a friend. “I just hope Nate
finds it before Evelyn does,” he said. “She’s liable to use it to
dig in the dirt or some such nonsense.”

“It will wash clean,” Blue
Water Woman said, running a hand through her shoulder-length hair.
In recent years more and more gray had speckled the black; her
temples were completely silver.

“Easy for you to act so
clam,” Shakespeare carped. “It’s not your favorite
pipe.”

“I do not smoke,” Blue
Water Woman reminded him matter-of-factly. “And as I have often
begged you, I wish you would stop. It smells up the
cabin.”

Shakespeare adopted a pained expression and
put a hand to his brow as if he were in torment. “How long shall I
be patient?” he quoted from King Richard II. “Ah, how long shall
tender duty make me suffer wrong?”

“I did not hear you
complaining the last time we made love.”

Acting shocked, Shakespeare said, “Hussy!”
Then he launched into another quote. “O serpent heart, hid with a
flowering face! Did ever dragon keep so fair a cave? Beautiful
tyrant! Fiend Angelical! Dove feathered raven! Wolfish-ravening—”
Abruptly stopping, he rose in the saddle and scanned the
valley.

“What is wrong?” Blue
Water Woman inquired.

“Something ain’t quite
right,” Shakespeare answered. He could not say exactly what, but
the valley was ... different ... somehow.

East of them the sun was rising. Starkly
revealed in the golden glare, the surface of the lake sparkled a
rich blue. The pines were a striking green. It was hard to conceive
of a more tranquil scene. Shakespeare pursed his lips, thinking he
must be mistaken.

Then Blue Water Woman straightened. “There
is no smoke,” she said.

Shakespeare tensed. By this time of the
morning the King family would normally be up and about, and Winona
would be fixing breakfast. It was a daily routine, never broken. He
should be able to see the smoke that curled from their chimney,
even if he couldn’t see the cabin. Yet there was none. “I don’t
like it,” he said, and jabbed his heels into his white mare.

At a brisk pace they descended to the valley
floor, Shakespeare with his Hawken resting across his thighs, Blue
Water Woman carrying hers in the crook of her left elbow.

McNair hated to think that harm might have
come to the Kings. He’d never own up to it, but he loved all four
of them as if they were his own flesh and blood. He was so much a
part of their family, the kids had been calling him “Uncle
Shakespeare” since they were knee-high to a grasshopper.

It was ironic how life worked out sometimes.
Years back, when Nate’s real uncle, Ezekiel King, had claimed the
valley as his own, Shakespeare had been a mite irritated. He hadn’t
liked the notion of having a neighbor so close. Some might say he
was making a mountain out of the proverbial molehill, since their
cabins were twenty-five miles apart. But at the time, to
Shakespeare’s way of thinking, Zeke had been crowding him.

As it turned out, they had become fast
friends. Shakespeare had taught Zeke everything he knew. Later,
when Zeke lured Nate to the Rockies under false pretenses and then
had the unmitigated gall to die on the boy, Shakespeare had taken
Nate under his wing.

They shared a bond few easterners would
understand, forged in adversity, tempered by hardship, seasoned by
mutual affection. They had grown as close as two peas in a pod. If
anything ever happened to Nate or Winona or the kids, Shakespeare
would take it mighty hard.

So he spurred the mare across the flats,
winding among trees and vaulting logs with a skill few men half his
age could boast. Blue Water Woman stayed right on the mare’s heels,
her long hair flying.

Shakespeare considered himself fortunate to
be her mate. They’d first met and fallen in love shortly after his
first trek to the mountains, way back in ’98. Cruel circumstance
had separated them, and it wasn’t until many years later that they
were reunited.

Sharing his life with her was literal heaven
on earth. It never ceased to amaze him that now, in his waning
years, when his joints ached half the time and his mane of hair and
bristling beard were as white as driven snow, he had finally found
supreme happiness.

The sight of someone moving along the north
shore of the lake caused Shakespeare to raise his rifle. Slowing,
he pointed, then said softly, “Go to the cabin. See if they’re all
right. Fire a shot if you need me.”

Nodding, Blue Water Woman angled to the
southwest. Shakespeare kept going until he was within a few hundred
yards of the lake. Dismounting, he tied the reins to a low
limb.

Due to the dense brush, Shakespeare had lost
sight of the figure. His best guess was that he was due north of
where he had last seen the man. So, making nary a sound, he snuck
forward.

If someone were giving the Kings grief,
Shakespeare would make damn sure the varmint lived to regret it.
He’d die before he would let them come to harm.

It scared him to think about it. Which was
strange, given that he had seen more than his share of massacres
and rank butchery over the years. Why, once up in the Missouri
River country, he had stumbled on a party of trappers, or what was
left of them after the Bloods got through. It had made him
physically sick.

Then there was the time Shakespeare
witnessed a clash between a band of about seventy Blackfeet and a
village of Crows. He had been visiting the Crows when the alarm was
given. Apparently, the Blackfeet had tried to make off with dozens
of Crow horses and been caught in the act.

Outnumbered ten to one, the Blackfeet had
retreated to the brow of a hill, fighting furiously the whole way.
There, protected by a circle of boulders on three sides and a cliff
to the west, they had dug in.

Again and again the Crows had tried to roust
the Blackfeet from their refuge. Again and again the Crows were
thrown back with great losses.

It had reached the point where the Crow
leaders called a council. Many advocated giving up. That was when a
black man, Edward Rose, who had lived among them for decades, stood
and made an impassioned speech, saying that the Crows had small
hearts, that if they abandoned the attack, other tribes would say
Crow men were no more to be feared than old women. Rose fired the
Crows to a fever pitch. And when he was done, those warriors
streamed out of the village and up into the natural fort like a
horde of rabid wolves.

The battle had been unforgettable. There was
no describing the sheer ferocity, the brutal savagery.

Crammed into a space no bigger than an acre,
the two sides had bashed, slashed, hacked, and rent one another
with knives, tomahawks, eyedaggs, and war clubs until the grass ran
scarlet and men slipped on slick puddles of warm blood.

From a vantage point on an adjoining hill,
Shakespeare had observed the carnage in awed silence. At length the
remaining Blackfeet had been forced to the crest of the low cliff.
Some jumped. Some slid down.

At the bottom, twenty or so formed a compact
square and tried to fight through to the north, but there were
simply too many Crows. Side by side, the Blackfeet cut and smashed.
Side by side, they died.

At length the last Blackfoot dropped.
Shakespeare had thought that would be the end of it, but he was
mistaken. For the Crows then proceeded to gather all the wounded
Blackfeet and torment them.

Ears, noses, hands, and feet were all sliced
off. Eyes were gouged out, tongues removed. But the worst had been
when their bellies were slit wide and their intestines plucked out
and strung on the ground like so many greasy, gory loops of
rope.

To be fair to the Crows, they had suffered
repeated degradations, losing many lives and horses to raiding
Blackfeet. The two tribes were bitter, mortal enemies, and likely
always would be.

Still, it had been a sobering lesson. From
that day on, Shakespeare had always been ready and willing to take
his own life rather than fall into the hands of hostile Indians.
Better a quick, painless death than to suffer the unbearable
torture of the damned.

A glimpse of buckskin dropped Shakespeare
into a crouch. The scent of water was strong. Out on the lake, a
fish splashed. Ducks quacked, geese honked.

Relying on all the stealth at his command,
Shakespeare moved to a patch of high weeds rimming a bank that
overlooked the shore. Parting the weeds with the barrel of his
Hawken, he rose a trifle higher—and found himself staring into the
muzzle of a cocked rifle.

“One of these days you’re
going to get yourself shot, acting the fool like you do,” Nate King
stated.

“You!” Shakespeare said,
rendered numb by an equal mix of elation and embarrassment.
Embarrassment prevailed. “What’s gotten into you, you ornery young
coon? Don’t you know any better than to point guns at your best
friends? And what in tarnation are you doing traipsing around
half-naked? Where’s your hunting shirt and your
moccasins?”

“We were attacked last
night.”

Shakespeare promptly sobered and rose.
“Anyone hurt?”

“No, thank God. We held
them off until first light. I made a break for the trees, and when
no one tried to part my hair with lead, I went looking for them.
They’re long gone, I’m afraid.”

“Following their sign, are
you?”

Nate indicated tracks close to the water’s
edge. “There were two of them. One wore boots, the other moccasins.
Strangest footwear I ever did see.”

“How so?”

“See for
yourself.”

The men who made the prints had been
running. One wore peculiar high-heeled boots with spiked toes. The
other wore moccasins with soles wider than any Shakespeare had ever
seen. The stitching, too, clearly imprinted in a muddy spot, was
new to him.

The toes of the boots were slanted outward;
those of the moccasins were slanted inward.

“I’ll be switched,”
Shakespeare said. “One of them was white, the other an
Indian.”

Nate rested the stock of his Hawken on the
ground. “They left a couple of hours before dawn. By now they’re
miles from here.”

“Are you cutting out after
them?”

“What do you
think?”

Shakespeare smirked. “Count me in, hoss. If
you’re going to get into a racket, I want to be there to cover your
hind end.”

Nate had no objection. He was glad his
mentor had showed up. “Don’t take this wrong, but what in the world
are you doing back so soon, anyway? Next moon, you said before you
left.”

“I forgot my
pipe.”

“Oh. That’s right,” Nate
said, leading the way to the west. “Evelyn came across it under the
table. She took it outside and was digging in the dirt when Winona
happened to notice.”

“Wonderful.”

“It’s still in one piece.
I cleaned it myself, and put it on the shelf above our
bed.”

A flurry of flapping wings announced the
arrival of a flock of goldeneyes. A variety of ducks called the
lake home, along with throngs of geese and a few gulls. High in the
azure sky a majestic bald eagle soared, waiting for fish to rise
near the surface. To the west, a red hawk circled over the
pines.

“What I would like to
know,” Shakespeare said, “is who would be after your hide? Have you
made some new enemies lately?”

The same question had been plaguing Nate.
“Not that I’m aware of,” he grimly responded. And to his knowledge,
no one he had ever met wore shoes or moccasins like those of the
mysterious pair who had invaded his mountain sanctuary. He couldn’t
wait to catch up to them.

“Fie! Fie!” Shakespeare
quoted. “Unknit that threatening unkind brow. And dart not scornful
glances from those eyes.” He clapped the younger man on the back.
“Brace up, son. Put a smile on your face.”

“A smile?”

“For the sake of the
womenfolk and the sprouts.” Shakespeare started up the narrow trail
that linked the lake to the homestead. “We’ll get to the bottom of
this, I swear. But it won’t do to upset them any .more than they
already are.”

Nate bowed to his mentor’s wisdom and
plastered a wan grin on his face. He pretended to be in jovial
spirits as they strode within view of the cabin. It was well he
did. Winona and the children were apprehensively awaiting his
return. The children broke out in smiles and rushed down to greet
their uncle.

“Carcajou! Carcajou!”
Evelyn squealed. It was French for “wolverine,” the name bestowed
on McNair by fellow trappers more years ago than he cared to
recollect.

“Little darling!”
Shakespeare said, bracing himself. True to form, she threw herself
into his arms like a pint-sized battering ram, nearly bowling him
over. He hugged her, more glad than words could express that all of
them were unhurt. He’d lost so many friends since the early days.
So very, very many.

Winona walked to Nate and jabbed a thumb
toward the corral. “Your stallion is saddled. I put pemmican and
jerky in a parfleche.”

Nate marveled at her uncanny knack for
predicting what he would do. She seemed to know him better than he
knew himself. “It shouldn’t take long to overtake them if I leave
right away,” he said.

“Go, then. We will be
fine.”

Hastening indoors to don the rest of his
clothes, Nate discovered Blue Water Woman preparing breakfast.
Before he got a word out of his mouth, she asked, “Is my husband
going with you?”

How did they do it?
Nate wondered. “Yes,” he said.

“Keep an eye on him. He is
not as spry as he used to be. And I suspect his hearing is not what
it once was, either. Two weeks ago he was out chopping wood and
never heard a black bear walk up behind him.”

Nate slid his hunting shirt over his head
and smoothed it. His moccasins went on next. Ensuring both
flintlocks were wedged securely under his belt, one on either side
of the big buckle, he aligned a tomahawk on his right hip, a Green
River knife in a beaded sheath fashioned by Winona on his left hip.
He angled the straps to his powder horn and ammo pouch across his
chest so that they crisscrossed. That left his possibles bag,
filled with his tinderbox and assorted other items no mountaineer
could do without. Onto his head he jammed a beaver hat.

Zach had brought the black stallion around.
“I want to go too, Pa,” he declared as his father emerged. The
prospect of adventure made him tingle with excitement.

“No.”

Hooded by indignation at having his hopes
dashed, Zach protested. “But, Pa—”

Nate swung onto the stallion. “What if they
circle around and show up while we’re gone? I want you here to help
your ma, if need be.”

Zach glanced at his mother for support. “You
don’t need me, do you, Ma? It’s all right with you if I go, isn’t
it?”

“Do as your father tells
you,” Winona said. Among her people, it was unthinkable for a boy
Zach’s age to dispute his parents. Children did as they were told,
when they were told. To disobey was to heap shame on one’s
shoulders.

Shakespeare looked around for his mare and
suddenly remembered where it was. Slapping his forehead, he
exclaimed, “I must be getting senile in my old age. I plumb forgot
my horse.”

Bending, Nate extended his arm. “Climb on
behind me and we’ll fetch it.”

The women and children clustered and waved
as the two mountain men trotted into the firs. Dappled by shadow,
Nate threaded through the virgin woods, the stallion’s hooves
drumming dully on the thick carpet of pine needles. “Look in that
parfleche by your right knee,” he said. “Tell me what you make of
it.”

“Of what?” Shakespeare
said, and drew out the broken halves of an arrow. “Hmmmmm, What do
we have here?”

“I dug it out of the cabin
wall,” Nate explained.

Just as no two tribes crafted their clothes
or moccasins exactly alike, so, too, with their weapons. Some bows
were made of wood, some from horns. One tribe was partial to ash
arrows. Another favored arrows constructed of dogwood. Some tribes
swore that bowstrings made from deer sinew were best; others would
not use anything except buffalo tendon strings. And so on and so
forth.

His far-flung travels had given Shakespeare
more than a passing familiarity with the different tribes and their
customs. At one time or another he had lived among the Flatheads,
the Cheyenne, the Sioux, the Arapahos, the Crows, and others. If
the truth were known, there wasn’t a mountain man alive—not even
Jim Bridger or Joe Walker—who knew more about Indians and their
ways than he did.

So it came as quite a shock for Shakespeare
to realize that he had never set eyes on a shaft quite like the
broken one he held in his left hand. It appeared to be made of
mulberry, but that was impossible. The only Indians who made bows
and arrows from mulberry trees were those who dwelled in the arid
regions west of the recently formed Republic of Texas. Pimas,
Maricopas, Apaches, and the like.

Shakespeare recalled the strange moccasin
tracks beside the lake, and gave a start. Now that he thought about
it, the style had indeed been similar to those worn by tribes who
lived in the arid wasteland far, far to the southwest. But how
could that be? What would a desert country warrior be doing in the
central Rockies? Not even the notorious Blackfeet roamed that
far.

“Well?” Nate prompted. The
arrow, the footprints, the attack itself, had him
perplexed.

“There are more things in
heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your
philosophy.”

“In other words, you have
no idea which tribe it belongs to,” Nate deduced.

“Did I say that?”
Shakespeare countered, miffed. “Your bait of falsehood takes this
carp of truth. And thus do we of wisdom and of reach, with
windlasses and with assays of bias, by indiscretions find
directions out. So, by my former lecture and advice, shall you, my
son.”

Nate failed to see what that had to do with
anything. But then, half the time he never understood what the Bard
meant. Secretly, he suspected that McNair didn’t, either, but he
would never say as much to his wrinkled face.

Among the closely knit brotherhood of
trappers, McNair’s passion for the Bard was legendary, as was his
flair for quoting accurately from any of Shakespeare’s plays and
sonnets at the drop of a hat. Everyone knew that McNair never went
anywhere without his rare volume of the complete works of the
playwright, bundled in hides for protection from the elements.

Exactly why Shakespeare was so fond of the
Englishman, no one had ever found out. Nate asked once. Shakespeare
had looked up from a play he was reading, chuckled, and said, “Why?
You might as well ask why the sun rises every morning, why the moon
shines at night. Why do ocean tides go in and out? Why do buffalo
migrate? Why are there so many stars? So few men of peace and
goodwill? Why do birds have feathers, and we don’t? Why do fish
swim in water instead of walking on land? Why are we here? Why?
Why? Why?”

Nate never asked again.

Ahead, a horse nickered. Nate reined to the
left, saying over his shoulder, “Have you heard of anyone else
being attacked? Old Hugh stopped by about six weeks ago and said
things were quiet up in his neck of the woods. Too quiet.”

“Old Hugh’s problem is
that he thinks he’s still thirty instead of seventy-four. Why, last
spring that scrawny yak went into a bear den after a silver-tip
that treated itself to some of his chickens. He fired at it and
missed.”

“What
happened?”

“What else? The grizzly
ripped him to shreds. Shakespeare cackled at his joke, slapping his
leg.

Another whinny by the mare guided Nate
around a stand of saplings. The horse had its back to him and was
prancing as if agitated. “What’s wrong with that contrary critter
of yours?” he said.

Both of them saw it at the same instant.
Crouched ten yards from the mare was a huge tawny cat, its long
tail flicking, its ears pinned back, tapered teeth exposed.

“A painter!” Shakespeare
bawled.

At the outcry, the mountain lion launched
itself at the mare.


 


 


Three

Shakespeare McNair was especially fond of
that mare. He had been riding her for a good many years. And while
she was a feisty cuss given to nipping when his back was turned,
she could outrun anything on four legs. To lose her would be a
calamity. But he had one hand on Nate’s shoulder and the other was
between them, holding his rifle. He could not possibly get off a
shot in time. “Nate!” he yelled.

The younger trapper was already in motion.
There was no time to lift the Hawken resting across the pommel of
his saddle, so Nate grabbed for one of his pistols. His right arm a
blur, he jerked the flintlock out.

The cougar was already in midair. Nate fired
from the hip, knowing he missed the second he squeezed the trigger.
At the crash of the smoothbore, the black stallion shied.

The outcome seemed inevitable. But the white
mare had resources of her own, namely a fighting spirit and sharp
hooves. She bounded to the left as far as the reins would allow,
and the cat alighted in the spot where she had been standing.
Whinnying, she kicked, her forelegs lashing out with the force of
heavy hammers, her hooves catching the mountain lion on the ribs
and tumbling it into the brush.

Hissing and spitting, the frustrated painter
heaved onto all fours and crouched to spring again. A glance at the
onrushing stallion changed its mind. Venting a baffled snarl, it
wheeled and fled, a tawny molten bolt of lightning that was gone
before either trapper could resort to a rifle.

“Damn!” Shakespeare fumed,
dropping off the stallion’s hindquarters and running to his mount.
“Mary, gal! Are you all right?” Snatching the reins, he stroked the
quaking mare, soothing her. There were no claw marks that he could
see, and he heaved a sigh of relief. “For a bit there, Mary, I was
afeared you were a goner.”

Nate rose in the saddle, scouring the
terrain. The cougar seemed to be gone, but it was not wise to take
anything for granted. Reloading the pistol, he arched an eyebrow at
his mentor. “All these years, and I never knew you had a handle for
that horse.”

Shakespeare nodded, patting the mare’s neck.
“Mary,” he said softly. “Named her after my sister.”

“You never mentioned
having one,” Nate said. Truth to tell, McNair never talked about
his past. Nate knew virtually nothing about his friend’s personal
history, but he would not think of prying. It was an unwritten rule
that mountaineers mind their own business. Sticking one’s nose into
another’s affairs was not only frowned on, it could result in an
exchange of lead.

“She was the sweetest
little gal ever born,” Shakespeare recalled fondly. “Had her a doll
she toted everywhere. We used to play in this big old maple tree
out back of our house.” His eyes misted. “Those were fine days,
Nate. Childhood is the best time of our lives, and we’re too blamed
young to realize it.” Since McNair had broached the subject, Nate
felt safe in asking, “Is Mary still alive?”

Shakespeare blinked, and a tear stained his
left cheek. “I have no idea. Last I saw her was nigh on forty years
ago. She’d married a weasel, a shiftless bastard who never did an
honest day’s work in his life. Swilled liquor like he was sucking
his ma’s teat.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Nate
said sincerely.

“That’s not the worst.
When he was in his cups, the scum would beat on her. On Mary! On a
gentle soul who never hurt anybody!” Shakespeare paused. “Last I
knew, they were living in New York City. I went back for a surprise
visit. Walked in, and there was my sister, lying on the sofa, her
face swelled up like a buffalo bladder, all black and blue and
bleeding at the mouth.” The white-maned mountain man fell
silent.

“What did you do?” Nate
asked quietly.

“Went berserk. Sis told me
he was at a local watering place, so I stomped on down, barged into
the dive, and lit into him like the wrath of the Almighty. Beat him
senseless, I did. His nose was bleeding, his mouth was bleeding,
his left wrist was busted.” Shakespeare shuddered. “I damn near
killed him. Had my hands around his throat and was choking the life
out of the son of a bitch when Mary showed up. She pulled me off,
begged me to let the buzzard live. Like a fool, I did.”

“He give you trouble
later?”

“Did he!” Shakespeare
snorted. “He was too much of a coward to trade blows, so he got
back at me a better way. Through her.”

“He beat her
again?”

“No. I cured him of that
bad habit.” Sorrowfully, Shakespeare climbed onto the mare and
gazed into the distance. “She wrote me a letter. Sent it to Jacob
Hawken, since she knew he was a friend of mine and I stopped by his
shop once a year to stock up on powder and ammunition.”

The memory was so bitter that Shakespeare
had to cough to clear his throat. “She told me that she thought it
best if I didn’t go see them ever again. It would upset the
polecat, and she didn’t want to do anything to spoil things now
that they were getting along fairly well.”

“Did you do as she
wanted?”

Shakespeare turned a pained expression on
his protégé. “Wouldn’t you have? She was my sister. I loved her
with all my heart.”

Nate said nothing. He could imagine how
awful it must have been.

Shakespeare coughed again
to dislodge the lump. Pressing a sleeve to his eyes, he commented,
“Look at me! You’d think I just peeled a bucket of onions.” Tossing
his head, he clucked to the white mare and headed for the lake,
saying, “As old William
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