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Reap the
Whirlwind

 


Mountain man Nate King and
his family are accustomed to dealing with the perils of the wild.
It’s the spread of civilization that sends them farther into the
rugged Rocky Mountains to find a more secluded home. Along the way,
fighting off attacks from rattlesnakes and wild buffalo, Nate
becomes separated from the rest of the group. And only then does he
realize that civilization isn’t so ready to be left behind. An old
enemy has posted a $10,000 reward for the man who can kill the King
family - and one group of vicious bounty hunters will stop at
nothing to claim the prize.

 


Lord Grizzly

 


Nate King has a lot to be
happy about. He and his family are settling into a new home, far
from the taint of civilization. But the deep wilderness has its own
set of dangers, including the greatest predator of them all: the
giant grizzly. Nate has earned a reputation as Grizzly Killer, but
this bear is different—this bear saved his life once, and Nate
feels a debt of honor. But is it possible to teach a wild griz to
go against its murderous nature? Will Nate’s plan be any match for
the mammoth bear’s four-inch claws and wickedly sharp teeth? Or
will his family learn a fatal lesson of their own?
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One

 


The man who gave Nate King
the idea did not know he had an idea to give.

Nate first spied the man
across the lake. Nate was filling water skins for his family’s
journey when his bay snorted. He looked up and saw a line of riders
emerging from the forest on the far shore. Instinctively, he
reached for the Hawken that lay beside him. They were white men and
not hostiles, but he still held the rifle level at his hip with his
thumb on the hammer and his finger curled over the
trigger.

There were five, the
second to last with half a dozen big hounds on a long leash, the
last leading packhorses. Their buckskins marked them as
frontiersmen, their headwear as Southerners. Few from north of the
Mason-Dixon were partial to coon-skin caps.

Nate took several steps to
the right so his horse would not take a stray slug, should it come
to that. Just because they were white did not mean they were
friendly. As many savage men as savage beasts called the wilderness
home, and it did not do to ever let one’s guard lapse. His green
eyes narrowed as the riders came close and reined up a dozen yards
away.

“Good mornin’ to you,
sir,” the foremost greeted Nate in a drawl as thick as molasses. He
had a ruggedly handsome face with eyes the color of the lake.
“Would these be the Rocky Mountains, or have I taken a wrong turn
somewhere and ended up in South America?”

Nate’s lips quirked in
amusement. “South America, you say? No, welcome to darkest Africa,
as folks call it. Keep on a spell and you’ll come across a herd of
elephants and some hippos.”

The man laughed heartily,
then gestured with the long rifle in his left hand. “As I live and
breathe, a gentleman of refinement in the midst of this sea of fang
and claw. My pleasure, sir. Robert Stuart is my handle, and these
feckless individuals you see behind me are my kin. We left the
great sovereign state of South Carolina five months ago and have
been on the go ever since.”

“That’s a lot of
traveling,” Nate said. Walking over, he offered his hand and
introduced himself.

“My goodness, aren’t you
the tall tree?” Robert Stuart said, shaking. “In my county I’m
considered larger than average, but you would dwarf an ox.” Now it
was Nate who laughed and said, “Is everyone in your county so
excellent at exaggeration?”

“My God, a reader!” Robert
Stuart declared.

 


“No one chucks out words
of so many syllables without bein’ as addicted as I am.”

“I stand guilty,” Nate
said, and grew sad deep inside, for he had lost his precious
collection of books not all that long ago and it would take him
years to reacquire the volumes he most missed.

“I can always tell,”
Robert Stuart said. “Those who don’t, like my brother Emory, here,
use the puny words of a ten-year-old.”

“Go to Hades,” Emory
Stuart said.

“See what I mean?” Robert
winked at Nate. “Next he’ll insult my ma, forgettin’ she’s his ma,
too.”

The other men, Emory
included, were grinning, and Emory said, “We’re mighty pleased to
meet you, mister. We haven’t come across another white man in a
coon’s age. Or maybe a possum’s.”

“They are scarce in these
parts,” Nate conceded. “But not scarce enough.”

“How so?” Robert
asked.

“How about if I tell you
over a cup or four of coffee?” Nate proposed, and saw Stuart
suddenly stiffen.

“What’s this, then? You
have a private army?” Out of the trees at Nate’s back had rushed
four figures. One was a white-haired mountaineer with a beard
halfway to his waist. Another was a swarthy youth whose features
spoke of mixed lineage. With them was a girl all of sixteen summers
and a warrior armed with an ash bow, an arrow already nocked to the
sinew string.

“Is everything all right,
Horatio?” asked he of the white hair. “I was on my way down to the
lake and saw them and went for help.” He then indulged in his
favorite pastime and quoted his namesake: “‘All furnished, all in
arms, all plumed like estridges that with the wind baited like
eagles having lately bathed.’”

“He called you Horatio?”
Robert Stuart said. “I thought you told us your name is
Nate?”

“Gentlemen,” Nate
addressed the Southerners, “permit me to introduce Shakespeare
McNair. He has two distinctions. One, of having lived in these
mountains longer than any white man alive. Two, of thinking he is a
walking play and reciting the Bard nearly every time he opens his
mouth.”

Shakespeare put a hand to
his chest in mock dismay. “ ‘From the extremist upward of thy head
to the descent and dust below thy foot, a most toad-spotted
traitor.’ ”

Robert Stuart said, “I do
so adore a turn of the phrase, sir, and your phrases are turned
most nicely.”

“Credit old William S.,
not me,” Shakespeare glibly responded.

The swarthy younger man
was tapping a foot. “Enough of this silliness! Are they friendly or
not?”

“My son, Zach,” Nate
said.

Robert Stuart leaned
forward. “We can speak for ourselves. And yes, we are as friendly
as the year is long to those who are friendly to us.” His gaze
shifted to the warrior. “Good Lord. They keep gettin’ bigger. Does
this one eat hills for his breakfast and supper?”

“Touch the Clouds is a
leader of the Shoshones,” Nate said, “and my relation by
marriage.”

Now the girl merited the
South Carolinian’s attention. “And who, pray tell, is this
ravishing vision of female splendor?”

“My daughter,
Evelyn.”

“I have a girl your age
back home,” Robert Stuart said. “God willin’, I’ll be seein’ her
and the rest of my family before another couple of months go
by.”

“Amen to that,” Emory
Stuart interjected. “I miss my wife somethin’ awful. Much to my
surprise.” Shakespeare chuckled. “There’s the rub. They drive us to
distraction, but we can’t toss them off cliffs.”

“Uncle Shakespeare!”
Evelyn exclaimed. “Wait until I tell Blue Water Woman.”

“My wife is a Flathead,”
Shakespeare explained to the Stuart clan, “and she wields her
tongue like a well-honed knife.”

Zach had turned and was
hurrying up the trail. Touch the Clouds lowered his bow and
followed his example.

Dismounting, Robert Stuart
handed the reins to Emory and came over to Nate. “Let me help you
with those water skins.”

“I’m obliged.”

Shakespeare was going down
the line of riders, pumping hands and repeating names. “Emory.
Jethro. Arvil. Lee.”

Evelyn had drifted toward
the hounds. The big dogs sat still and silent, with their tongues
lolling and their long ears hung low. “These are some
critters.”

“The best in Oconee
County,” Arvil said. He was lean and wiry and had a ready smile,
and was not much older than she was. “They’ll rip a bear or a
cougar apart if we want them to.”

Jethro nodded. “We breed
them ourselves. Whenever there’s a litter, folks come from miles
around to buy one.”

“They might tear a black
bear apart, but never a grizzly,” Evelyn said. She extended her
hand toward the nearest hound, and it bared its fangs and rumbled
deep in its barrel chest.

Robert Stuart turned
partway and brandished his rifle at the dog. He did not take aim.
He simply held it out in the dog’s general direction. Instantly,
the animal stopped growling and stopped baring its fangs and sat as
meekly as a lamb.

“It’s scared to death of
you,” Evelyn said. “There’s more to it than that, girl,” Robert
Stuart informed her. “A hound that won’t heel or do what it’s
supposed to is as useless as teats on a boar. So we train our dogs
right.”

“I had a hound once,”
Shakespeare said. “One of the useless ones. He wouldn’t hunt if I
begged him. Whenever we saw a wild animal larger than a chipmunk,
he ran the other way. I spent half my time catching him and the
other half scolding him for being so craven.”

“I wouldn’t call it
cowardly to run from a bear,” Nate remarked. “I’d call it smart as
smart can be.”

“Says the gent who has
killed more grizzlies than any man ever,” Shakespeare teased. “You
just wish you could run as fast as my hound did.”

Robert Stuart asked, “Is
it true about you killin’ a heap of silvertips?”

“Unfortunately.” Nate let
out a sigh. “It’s not as if I wanted it that way. I just seem to
have a knack for running into them.”

Shakespeare snorted.
“There’s no seem about it. You draw bears like a magnet draws bits of iron.
The wonder is you weren’t torn to shreds long ago.”

“It’s not for their lack
of trying. I have the scars to prove it.” Nate placed a hand to his
side and a thick ridge of scar tissue from one of his more recent
encounters. “If I had my druthers, I would as soon not kill another
griz as long as I live.”

The trail brought them to
a clearing. In the center stood the cabin built by Nate’s uncle,
long since deceased, the cabin Nate had raised his son and daughter
in. The home the King family had shared for going on two decades.
Attached to the south side was a corral, which at the moment was
empty. More than a dozen horses stood in front of the cabin, a
travois attached to each animal. Some of the travois were heaped
high with personal effects.

For the past hour, Nate
and his family had been loading the few possessions they had left
in the world. Not long ago, while they were off visiting
civilization, their cabin had been ransacked.

“What’s this?” Robert
Stuart asked. “It looks like you’re fixin’ to move out.”

“We are,” Nate confirmed.
“We’re moving to a valley deeper in the mountains.” To a haven no
other white men had ever set eyes on, a sanctuary where he hoped
his family would be safe from unfriendly tribes and the violent
breed of whites who increasingly came to the Rockies. “Shakespeare
and my son are moving there with us.”

“What about this
place?”

“It’s stood empty before,”
Nate said. For months at a time on occasion. The wonder of it was
that it had not been burned to the ground long ago by any of his
many enemies.

“May I?” Robert Stuart
said, and was almost to the threshold when out came two
women.

Both wore beaded doeskin
dresses. Both had long raven hair, the second woman’s streaked with
gray. Both would turn heads on any street in any town or city on
the continent.

The younger woman stopped
in surprise. “We have visitors, husband?” Her English was
impeccable. “They have chosen an unfortunate time to come
calling.”

“They’re only passing
through,” Nate said. To the Southerners he said, “This is the apple
of my eye, my wife, Winona.”

Robert Stuart doffed his
coonskin cap and bowed with a flourish. “Maybe passin’ through and
maybe not, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Taking her hand, he
kissed her knuckles.

“Oh my,” Winona
said.

“You must forgive my
brother,” Emory said to Nate. “He has long had delusions of bein’ a
grand gentleman. When he was little, he would practice bowin’ and
kissin’ the hogs. We were the talk of the county.”

“Pay him no mind, ma’am,”
Robert told Winona.

“He’s an uncouth lout my
mother has regretted not smotherin’ in his swaddlin’
clothes.”

“They’re both
embarrassments,” Lee Stuart said. He appeared to be the oldest and
was also the quietest. “It’s part of the reason we’re thinkin’ of
pullin’ up stakes and movin’ to the Rockies.”

“You’re here scouting for
a place to live?” Nate asked, but before any of them could answer,
the last distaff member of his family, his son’s wife, Louisa, came
sprinting out of the trees as if her buckskin britches were on
fire.

“Indians! Nine or ten of
them, spying on us from the south ridge! I don’t think they saw me,
but I sure saw them!”

Nate was in motion before
the words were out of her mouth. Swinging onto his bay, he called
out, “Zach, Shakespeare, you’re with me. The rest of you stay
here.” A slap of his heels brought the bay to a trot. He wound
through the woods with a skill born of long experience, sticking to
thick cover so the warriors on the ridge would be less apt to spot
him. He slowed when the pines thinned, and soon came to a
stop.

Shakespeare drew rein on
his right, Zach on his left. Their rifles in hand, they were as
grim as death.

“Want me to have a
look-see, Pa?”

The brush crackled and
Robert and Emory Stuart joined them. “I hope you don’t mind us
taggin’ along,” the former said, “but you folks have been so
hospitable, it wouldn’t be proper not to lend a hand if we
can.”

“Could it be more of your
Shoshone friends?” Emory inquired.

“We’re not expecting any,”
Nate said, “and there are too many tribes after my hair to take
anything for granted.” The Blackfoot Confederacy had long had him
at the top of their list of whites they would most like to stake
out and skin alive. The Sioux, too, bore him a grudge that
stretched back years.

Zach raised his reins. “If
you hear a shot, come on the run.”

“There’s a better way,”
Nate said. Twisting in his saddle, he opened one of the parfleches
that served as his saddlebags, rummaged inside, and pulled out a
folded brass telescope. He handed his Hawken to Zach, swung down,
and stepped to a nearby pine. The prospect of getting sap all over
his hands and clothes was not one he relished, but he started up
the tree without hesitation, the spyglass tucked under his wide
brown leather belt next to the flintlock pistols wedged on either
side of the buckle. On his left hip was a Bowie, on his right a
tomahawk. Across his chest were slanted his powder horn, ammo
pouch, and possibles bag.

Nate climbed swiftly,
careful not to rustle the limbs. He stayed on the side of the tree
opposite the ridge, and when he was a good thirty feet up, he
hooked his left arm around a branch, his body flush with the trunk,
and pressed the small end of the telescope to his right
eye.

The Indians were there,
sure enough. Nine warriors armed with bows and knives. Their
buckskins and the style in which they wore their hair marked them
as Nez Perce.

Relief coursed through
Nate. The Nez Perce were friendly. They lived many days’ ride to
the northwest and sometimes ventured to the plains after buffalo.
It was a hunting party, not a war party. He thought he recognized
one of the warriors from a rendezvous years ago. As he watched,
they reined eastward to follow the ridge to where it would descend
into the foothills and the prairie beyond.

Folding the spyglass, Nate
descended and related what he had seen.

“All that worry for
nothing,” Zach grumbled.

“Better to worry and not
have to kill than worry and be killed,” Shakespeare
said.

“I don’t mind killing when
it’s called for.”

“ T wonder that thee,
being, as thou sayest thou art, born under Saturn, goest about to
apply a moral medicine to a mortifying mischief,’ ” Shakespeare
quoted.

Zach cocked his head.
“What in blazes did you just say?”

“Ignore him, son,” Nate
quickly said. “You know how he gets.” He gave Shakespeare a stern
look, and McNair laughed.

“ ‘I think the best grace
of wit will shortly turn into silence, and discourse grow
commendable in none only but parrots.’ ”

“There he goes again,”
Zach said, shaking his head.

Robert Stuart was beaming.
“I could listen to him all day. He’s more entertainin’ than a room
full of kittens.”

They started back, Nate in
the lead and Robert alongside him.

The man from South
Carolina cleared his throat. “About that cabin of yours. It would
be a shame to neglect it. Ever thought of sellin’?”

“Not ever,” Nate admitted.
Even though he was moving, he was still fond of the place. Some of
the best years of his life had been spent there. “Why? Are you
planning to move to the Rockies?”

“It’s the reason we came,”
Robert said. “To find a likely spot to homestead. This is marvelous
country. All the tales we heard are true. Game everywhere. Peaks
that rise to the sky. And the climate’s not bad,
neither.”

“Wait until you’ve been
here an entire winter, then say that,” Nate responded. “Did those
tales include mention of the dangers?”

“The hostiles and beasts
and such?” Robert Stuart shrugged. “My brothers and cousins and me
have every confidence we can protect our own.”

“That’s not confidence,
it’s delusion.”

“How so? You’ve managed
all these years, I take it? Your wife and offspring seem healthy
and spry.”

“We’re alive only by the
grace of Providence and a lot of luck,” Nate said. “By rights we
all should have died long ago.”

“The good book says that
God sends rain on the just and the unjust, so I reckon we have as
much a share of that Providence as anyone else,” Robert said. “And
I’ve always been luckier than most.”

“Luck won’t keep the Utes
at bay.”

“How do they figure into
this?”

“This is Ute territory.
Other tribes pass through from time to time, but the Utes claim it
as their own and they’re not partial to outsiders. In the early
days, they tried more times than I care to count to drive me and
mine out. Later, I became friends with one of their leaders, and
after I helped arrange a truce with the Shoshones and tracked down
a grizzly that had been giving them fits, we struck a truce. But
the truce won’t apply to you and yours. The Utes will view you as
intruders.”

“I’ll talk to them. I’ll
convince them to let us stay,” Robert said with the utmost
confidence.

“You’re certainly welcome
to try,” Nate said, “but you would be better off picking another
spot.” He gestured at the vastness surrounding them. “It’s not as
if there isn’t plenty to pick from.”

“But I like this valley.
That lake is right pretty. And those snow-crowned peaks would
please my wife no end. She’s always been fond of snow, but we get
mighty little in Oconee County.” Robert grinned. “Then there’s a
lot to be said for not havin’ to break our backs buildin’ our own
place.”

“It’s not big enough for
all of your families,” Nate observed.

“But it would suffice
until the others have built cabins of their own. So what do yuh
say? Name your price. If it’s not a king’s ransom, I will fatten
your poke.”

“I’ll consider it” was the
best Nate could do. The notion was too new, too drastic.

“I can’t ask more. As for
the Utes, even if they won’t see reason, they’ll have the devil’s
own time drivin’ us out with our hounds as our eyes and ears. We
have over twenty more just like the ones you’ve seen, and they sic
people as well as bears.”

“They’re
well-trained.”

“My great-grandpa was of
the opinion that any animal can be trained if it’s done right. All
it takes is savvy and patience. Take Hector. You saw how he reacted
when I wagged my rifle at him. He’s seen what guns can do, and he
doesn’t want it to happen to him.”

“You would shoot
him?”

“Not ever, no. But he
doesn’t know that. What we do is catch game alive in snares and
pits, rabbits and squirrels and deer and such, when the dogs are
pups. Then we shoot what we catch and make the pups watch. They
hear the blast and smell the blood, and after a while they catch on
that a gun is death. From that moment on, they’re in the palm of
our hands.”

“So you teach them to fear
you.”

“It’s more than that. The
whole idea to trainin’ an animal is to change its nature to suit
you.”

“It wouldn’t work with
wild animals,” Nate said. “Who says? One of my uncles has a passel
of tame raccoons. My pa taught a buck to eat out of his hand. My
cousin has an owl that hunts mice in the field at night and roosts
in his parlor durin’ the day. Any critter can be trained if it’s
done right.”

“There’s no training
buffalo or grizzlies.”

“How do you know? Has
anyone ever tried?”

“Most have too much
sense,” Nate said with a grin. “It’s a lunatic’s
proposition.”

“All I’m sayin’ is that if
it had to be done, it could be. Where there’s a will, there’s a
way.”

Nate chuckled at the
silliness of it, but then he got to pondering, and by the time they
arrived at the clearing he was seriously contemplating something
only a lunatic would consider. The idea had fastened its teeth into
him and would not let go. He was still thinking about it when the
women put coffee on to boil.

Winona had invited their
guests inside and was apologizing for not having furniture for them
to sit on. “While we were east of the Mississippi a while ago, a
bunch of renegades broke in and busted or smashed or ripped up
nearly everything we owned.”

“So you figure you’ll be
safer if you go farther into the mountains,” Robert Stuart
said.

“As safe as anyone can be
in the wilds,” Winona replied, “which is to say, not safe at
all.”

“The only thing that
worries me about our new home,” Evelyn mentioned, “is the huge
grizzly that lives there. I’ve had my fill of bears, thank you very
much.”

“As have we all,
daughter.”

“I’ll tend to that griz,”
Zach proposed. “After we’re settled in, I’ll track it down and have
a nice new rug for my cabin. You would like that, wouldn’t you,
Lou?”

“Sure,” Louisa
answered.

“No,” Nate
said.

“No?” both Zach and Lou
said at the same time. “We’re not going to kill it. I have a better
idea. Or, rather, Robert here has given me one.”

“What idea might that be,
husband?” Winona wanted to know.

“I’m going to train the
grizzly to leave us be.”

 



 


 


Two

 


It galled Nate. Every time
Shakespeare McNair looked at him, Shakespeare would grin or chuckle
or stifle a laugh. For over an hour it went on. Then, as they were
going from travois to travois to make sure everything was tied
down, Nate straightened to find McNair chuckling at him yet again.
“Enough is enough. I’m not that comical.”

“Don’t underestimate
yourself,” his mentor and best friend in all the world
responded.

“What has you in
stitches?”

“What else? ‘You have not
so much brains as ear wax,’ ” Shakespeare quoted. “I only hope you
come to your senses before we get there, or we’ll be planting you
before the cold weather sets in.”

“I can do it,” Nate said
earnestly.

“Will you listen to
yourself? You might as well try to ride the sun or sleep in a
rattlesnake den without being bit as to imagine you can ever tame a
grizzly. It’s preposterous.”

“You only say that because
no one has tried it.”

“And no one has tried it
because people in their right mind don’t have a hankering to end
their days as a pile of bear droppings.” Shakespeare placed a
weathered hand on Nate’s shoulder. “Give up this fool notion before
it gets you killed.”

“I have to
try.”

“Give me one good reason,”
Shakespeare challenged him. “You can’t, because there isn’t
any.”

“I’m tired of killing
bears.”

“I don’t blame you. You’ve
had to kill more than most hundred men combined. That’s hardly
cause, though, to stick your head in the maw of a griz.”
Shakespeare studied him. “What’s so special about this one that
you’ll take the risk?”

They were near the corral.
Nate leaned back against the top rail, his elbows supporting him.
“If I tell you, will you stop laughing?”

“I can try,” Shakespeare
said. “But you can no more change an animal’s nature than you can
turn a tree into a rock or a rock into a tree.”

“You saw what the Stuarts
have done with their hounds.”

Shakespeare blinked and
took a step back. “For God’s sake, Horatio, they’re
dogs. Dogs and humans
have been sharing fleas since before anyone can remember. Dogs
train easy because we’ve been training them for so
long.”

“What will work for dogs
will work for bears.”

“You’re pulling arguments
out of thin air. Just because bears have four legs and a nose and a
tail doesn’t mean they’ll behave like dogs. No two creatures have
the same nature. Bears are unpredictable and temperamental, and
they have nasty teeth and claws, besides.”

“Have you ever had a bear
run from you instead of attack you?”

Shakespeare folded his
arms across his chest. “I just said they were unpredictable, didn’t
I? Where one griz will charge, another might show its hind end.
They’re as individual as we are.”

“So which is a grizzly’s
true nature? To attack or to run?”

“Oh. I see what you’re
getting at. Their natures aren’t fixed in stone. And whatever isn’t
set in its ways can be taught to accept new ways. Is that basically
the drift you’re taking?”

“It’s worth trying if it
spares the griz.”

“I repeat. What is so
special about this one?” Nate considered how best to explain. “The
Indians call me Grizzly Killer. The Shoshones, the Flat-heads, the
Utes, the Nez Perce, even tribes that want to make worm bait of me,
like the Blackfeet and the Piegans, they all know me by my Indian
name of Grizzly Killer.”

“And they call me
Carcajou, or Wolverine, which is what the old-time voyageurs called
me. Your son is called Stalking Coyote, your daughter is Blue
Flower. How is that important? Names are names and nothing
more.”

“Not mine. Mine is more of
a title. It was bestowed on me not because I resemble a grizzly or
because a grizzly happened by as I was being born, as happened with
Zach and the coyote. I’m called Grizzly Killer because when I first
came to these mountains, hardly a month went by that I didn’t kill
one.”

“Again, how is that
important? Grizzlies were as thick as ticks back then. You’re
certainly not the only coon who tangled with them. I’ve killed over
a dozen my own self. Hellfire, Blue Water Woman has had to kill two
that were out to eat her.”

“And lots of other
mountaineers have killed them. Which is why there aren’t near as
many as there used to be. Grizzlies are going the way of the beaver
and the mountain buffalo,” Nate noted. The former had been
virtually trapped out before the market for beaver plews dried up,
and the latter had nearly been exterminated for food.

“I can’t see it coming to
that,” Shakespeare said. “There will always be grizzlies. They’re
too tough and mean to be killed off.”

“Not if everyone who comes
to these mountains shoots every griz they see,” Nate
said.

“You’re getting
sentimental in your middle years.”

Now it was Nate who took a
step and placed a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “I don’t want
to kill another bear. Not as long as I live. Not if I can help it.
I’ve killed so many, I’m sick of the killing. Sick to my soul.
Maybe it’s stupid. Maybe it’s wishful thinking. But I want this
bear to be different. I want more than anything to live and let
live this time.”

McNair was quiet a bit.
Then he smiled and clasped Nate’s wrist. “I’ll be of any help I
can, Horatio. But there’s one thing you should keep in mind,
son.”

“What’s that?”

“This bear might not share
your fine notion. It might see you as nothing but food. Or maybe it
will go after Winona or Evelyn or any of the rest of us. What then?
Do we turn the other cheek when one cheek has been ripped to
shreds?”

“I’m not a dolt. If it
comes to that, then yes, by all means, Zach gets his new bearskin
rug.”

“Whew!” Shakespeare
exclaimed, and made a show of mopping his brow with a sleeve. “You
had me worried. I was afraid your common sense had leaked from your
brain.”

“You should know better. I
had too good a teacher.” Nate squeezed the older man’s
shoulder.

Shakespeare glanced away
and said thickly, “That damned sentimentality of yours is
contagious. Let’s check the rest of the travois so we can be on our
way.”

Nate had hoped to leave by
ten in the morning, but it was past eleven when he offered his hand
to Robert Stuart and said, “Again, you’re welcome to stay for as
long as you like. If and when you return with your kin, we’ll
discuss selling the cabin.” He had not been able to make up his
mind one way or the other.

Robert shook heartily.
“Fair enough. It’s been a pleasure makin’ your
acquaintance.”

Winona, Evelyn, Zach, and
Louisa were already mounted. Shakespeare was giving Blue Water
Woman a boost. Touch the Clouds was honing his knife with a
whetstone.

Nate climbed on the bay
and gigged it to the head of the line. A lead rope linked the
horses pulling the travois, and he took hold of the end as he came
abreast of the first animal. “ A week from now we’ll be at our new
home,” he announced.

Lou frowned. “It won’t be
a true home until our cabin is built.”

Of all of them, Nate
reflected, she had most resisted the move. She was attached to her
old cabin, which she and Zach built with their own hands, and she
had made no secret of her resentment. He understood, but it was
best for everyone. Eventually, hopefully, she would realize
that.

But Louisa was not the
only one harboring regrets. “Good-bye, home,” Evelyn sadly said to
their cabin. “I’ll miss you.”

Shakespeare cupped a hand
to an ear and tilted his head toward the log structure. “What’s
that? I didn’t quite hear what you said?”

Evelyn chortled. “Cabins
can’t talk.”

“They can’t feel nor
think, neither,” Shakespeare said. “So why are you treating this
one as if it can?”

“It’s been my home for so
long, I feel like it’s part of me.”

Shakespeare’s grin
dissolved. “Verily, I keep forgetting you are old beyond your
years. After all that has happened to you, how could you not
be?”

For one of the few times
ever, Nate became genuinely mad at the man who had taught him all
there was worth knowing about surviving in the wilderness. Just a
few months ago, Evelyn had been through an ordeal that nearly cost
her life, and Nate would prefer that Shakespeare not remind her of
it. To distract Evelyn, he called out, “Here we go!” and started
off.

“May God go with you!”
Robert Stuart called out. “And thanks again for the use of your
cabin!”

Nate did not look back. He
did not trust himself. He felt as strongly about their homestead as
Evelyn. Perhaps more so, since it had been his uncle’s. He stared
straight ahead until they crossed a ridge, so when he did finally
glance back, the valley was not there anymore.

 


Hours went by. They were
strung out over a hundred yards, Nate first and then Winona and
Evelyn and Shakespeare and Blue Water Woman and Lou and Zach and
Touch the Clouds. Countless times they had traveled together, but
this time was different. The McNairs and Zach and Lou were giving
up their homes to build new ones in the new valley, but it had not
been their idea, it had been Nate’s. They were making a sacrifice,
a big sacrifice, to fulfill his wish of safety for all. Only time
would reveal whether they had made the right decision.

The risks were enormous.
For one thing, as the presence of the grizzly attested, the region
in which the new valley was situated was rife with game, including
all the different kinds of predators Nate had either driven out of
the old valley or eliminated. The other risk was that there might
be unfriendly tribes in the surrounding mountains, tribes that
would prove to be as fiercely hostile as the Blackfeet or the
Sioux.

But Nate was willing to
gamble the move would prove worthwhile. The rewards were worth
rolling the dice. Their new valley was a virtual paradise, much as
the old valley had been nearly twenty years ago. Much as the entire
front range of the Rockies had been before the trappers and the
traders and settlers came.

It was a cycle, Nate
thought. Like the changing of the seasons. A cycle that started on
the east coast of the United States.

First to enter new regions
were the frontiersmen, those hardy souls who lived off the land and
who valued their freedom and their privacy more than the dubious
benefits of civilization. But once they had been in a new region
awhile, the wilderness was no longer wild. Hostiles were subdued,
predators eradicated, and in flocked the settlers, the farmers, and
others who rapidly took up all the remaining land and did more to
depopulate the game than the few frontiersmen ever
could.

Naturally, the
frontiersmen moved on. They went in search of new land, new virgin
territory where the conditions they enjoyed most prevailed, where
there was land for the taking and game for the supper pot, and the
cycle began all over again.

America’s inexorable
westward expansion, the newspapers called it. The manifest destiny
to eventually claim all the land between the Atlantic and the
Pacific. An entire continent of towns and cities and civilized
society. The mere idea always depressed Nate. He hoped to God he
never lived to see that day come to pass. He hoped to God there was
never an end to the wilderness and the true freedom the wilderness
afforded those willing to brave its perils.

Freedom came with a cost.
The Revolution and the War of 1812 had proved that. It was a lesson
Texicans learned not long ago, a lesson enshrined at the Alamo for
all posterity. It was a lesson, Nate had noticed, taken for granted
by far too many of his civilized brethren.

In his travels Nate had
been to several cities. New York, where he grew up. St. Louis, the
booming mistress of the westward tide. New Orleans, a bustling
beehive of Old World and New. In all of them Nate had seen the same
malaise—the widespread willingness to sacrifice freedom on the
altar of convenience.

In the interest of law and
order, citizens were willing to give up their right to bear arms.
In the interest of having their lives run smoothly, they
relinquished the right to run their lives to
politicians.

Greed was rampant. Fine
homes and fine carriages were what most craved more than anything.
That, and money. Lots and lots of money. There were days when Nate
was inclined to believe money had become the new Holy Grail. True,
a person needed money to get by, but civilized folk were seldom
content with a little. They wanted more and ever more, and to that
end, they devoted their lives to its pursuit, the while neglecting
the very freedoms that made that pursuit possible.

It was a strange world,
Nate mused, made stranger by humankind’s insistence on reshaping
the world in its image. Instead of learning to live in the wild on
the wild’s terms, most people wanted to bind all that was wild to
their collective will.

One of Nate’s favorite
authors, James Fenimore Cooper, touched often on that theme in his
fine novels. Nate missed those novels, missed all his books
terribly. He had gone to Bent’s Fort a couple of weeks ago and sent
off for as many replacements as he could afford, but it would be
months before they arrived. Until then he had to go
without.

Robert Stuart was right.
Nate had always been a reader. From his early childhood he had
always enjoyed curling up with a book and letting his imagination
run rampant. Books fed his mind as food fed his body. Books
imparted truths and facts he could not find elsewhere. And books
were the best entertainment around.

Lord, Nate loved books. So
did Shakespeare, although McNair was content to limit most of his
reading to the Bard. Nate once asked McNair why he was so fond of
the playwright, and Shakespeare had replied, “He’s salve for the
soul. His words are like beacons of light in the dark irony of
existence.”

Suddenly, a sound intruded
on Nate’s contemplation. He heard it at the same instant that the
bay nickered and shied. It was one of the most ominous sounds in
all of nature, a harsh rattle such as that made by shaking a dry
gourd with seeds inside, only this was no gourd.

The rattling came from a
large rattlesnake coiled within striking distance of the bay’s
front legs.

Before Nate could bring
his Hawken to bear, the bay reared. He had to clutch at his saddle
to keep from being thrown. He saw the snake’s head dart forward,
its mouth wide to expose its venomous fangs. It missed, or he
thought it did, and coiled to strike again.

The bay came down on all
fours, its front hooves narrowly missing the rattler. Again the
serpent struck, as swift as lightning, and this time, to Nate’s
horror, he was sure the fangs sank in.

Nate hauled on the reins
to get the bay out of there, but the bay had a mind of its own.
Again it reared, and again it brought its front hooves crashing
down, the heavy thuds like twin sledge blows. One hoof missed, but
the other smashed the rattler’s tail. Uncoiling like a bullwhip,
the snake thrashed wildly about. The bay reared yet again, and the
rattlesnake instantly began to crawl off, but slowly, much too
slowly.

The hooves caught it
again, and this time both hooves came down squarely on the
rattler’s distinctive hexagonal markings. The snake’s head came up
off the ground and it struck madly about.

At last the bay allowed
Nate to rein it aside, then stood with its nostrils flared and its
whole body trembling.

The rattlesnake was on the
move again, striving to reach cover, but moving sluggishly. Half
its thick body had been crushed. Its skin was ruptured and its
inner flesh was oozing out.

Snapping the Hawken to his
shoulder, Nate fixed a bead on the serpent’s triangular head. It
was moving so slow that he was sure it would soon die anyway, but
he thumbed back the Hawken’s hammer and smoothly squeezed the
trigger, coring the peanut brain and blowing half the snake’s head
off.

The bay was still quaking.
Dreading the worst, Nate slipped from the saddle and knelt. He
checked from the knee down to the hoof on the right leg, and then
from the knee down to the hoof on the left leg, but could not find
any puncture marks. Yet he had seen the snake strike. He checked
above the knee on one leg and then the other. He checked lower down
again, especially the area around the fetlock, and he still could
not find the marks that had to be there.

“Anything,
husband?”

Nate unfurled. Winona and
Evelyn had ridden up, and the rest were hurrying to gather around.
“Not that I can find.” He knelt again, examining both hoofs
closely. On the left one was a smear that might be venom. “We were
lucky.”

Zach arrived and vaulted
from his zebra dun. Picking up the rattlesnake, he declared, “This
will make a fine stew for supper.” He drew his tomahawk, placed the
snake back on the ground, and chopped off its head. Then, opening a
parfleche on the zebra dun, he placed the mangled reptile
inside.

By then Shakespeare and
Blue Water Woman were there, and McNair made a sniffling sound and
said, “Pity the poor serpent.”

Nate had straightened and
was about to climb on the bay. “How so?”

“It was just being true to
its nature,” Shakespeare said, “and you went and killed
it.”

“The bay did most of the
killing. All I did was finish it off.” The saddle creaked under
Nate as he slipped his moccasins into the stirrups. “And you’re not
fooling anyone. You’re trying to impress on me that just as a
rattler must be true to its nature, a grizzly must be true to
its.”

“Will wonders never
cease,” Shakespeare said in mock amazement. “Is that a glimmer of
intellect I detect? Or did Winona tell you to say that?”

“You have a deplorable
sense of humor.” Nate reined the bay westward.

“I like it,” Winona said,
“and I like his point even more.”

She would, Nate thought.
She was strongly against his idea of the bear, and had made her
feelings clear in sharp tones before they left. Since they were
busy getting ready to leave, he had postponed the inevitable clash
by saying they should talk about it later. So far she had not
brought it up again, but thanks to Shakespeare, she undoubtedly
would, and soon. Women could be as tenacious as ravenous wolves.
Nagging, whites called it. But Indian women, Winona had informed
him many a time, never nagged. Strange, then, that it sure seemed
like nagging to him.

The truth was, Indian
women nagged as persistently as their white counterparts, in some
instances subtly, in others with a viciousness that made one wonder
if there was a darker basis for their nagging.

Nate would never say men
did not deserve to be nagged. He was as prone as any man to not
doing things the way his wife sometimes wanted them done. When a
woman did not get her way, she might say it did not matter, and
everything was all right, but it always mattered. Women were
different from men in that regard, as they were in so many others.
It often amused Nate, exactly how different they were. He once
heard a trapper say that the Good Lord made a mistake in making
women, but he disagreed. He could not conceive of life without
Winona. She was everything to him—even if she did nag now and
again.

More hours crawled by.
Nate was absorbed in thought when a voice intruded.

“What are you thinking,
husband?”

“About our new home,” Nate
said.

“About the bear, and about
leaving me a widow?”

Here it comes, Nate told
himself. “We’re not even there yet and you have me buried? That
shows a lot of confidence.”

“Oh, I have complete
confidence in the grizzly,” Winona threw a pointed verbal dart.
“Grizzlies kill people. It’s that simple.”

“Nothing in life is ever
simple. And it’s not as if I intend to walk up to it and talk it
into leaving us alone.”

“It’s good to hear you
have a shred of sense left.” Winona did not yield a fraction. “More
than any man living, you know how grizzlies are. You know they can
never be trusted.”

“Back east they tame black
bears. True, they always keep the bears muzzled, because even the
tame ones will bite. But the bears generally have mild
dispositions.”

“Is that supposed to make
me feel better about your insane idea?”

“Have I ever mentioned how
marvelous your English is? You speak it much better than I could
ever speak Shoshone.”

“Save your flattery,
husband. I am immune. And I refuse to change the subject, which is
the grizzly, and how you intend to go about persuading it to live
in peace with creatures it views as prey. Namely, us.”

“I haven’t worked that out
yet.”

“Tell me. Is this because
of the last bear attack you endured? The one that nearly killed
you? The one you will carry scars from for the rest of your
days?”

Nate grew warm about the
neck and face. “That’s the most insulting thing you’ve ever said to
me. I’m no coward.”

“Did I say you were and
not hear myself say it? You are one of the bravest men I know. Too
brave, at times, for your own good, and ours. This business of the
grizzly puzzles me, is all. I am trying to understand.”

“I’m sure you’ve talked to
Shakespeare. Hasn’t he explained?”

“He told me what you told
him, yes, but he is as puzzled as I am. Your son thinks it is the
silliest notion he has ever heard. Lou says this is the only stupid
thing she has ever heard you say or do. Blue Water Woman has no
idea what to make of it. And your daughter—”

“Your daughter hopes to
God you know what you are doing.” Evelyn had ridden up on the other
side of him.

“So all of you are against
it?” Nate asked.

“We care for you, Pa, and
don’t want you ripped to pieces,” Evelyn said. “That’s natural,
isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” Nate
admitted.

Hoofs drummed, and
Shakespeare trotted close on his white mare. “My apologies for
interrupting, Horatio. But Touch the Clouds thought there is
something important you should know.”

“I’m listening,” Nate
said, grateful for the reprieve.

“We’re being
followed.”

 



 


 


Three

 


Nate’s first thought was
that the Stuarts were following them, although why that should be,
he couldn’t say. But when he brought the bay to a stop next to
Touch the Clouds, the giant Shoshone pointed and said in the
Shoshone tongue, “The Crow you like most of all Crows.”

Nate groaned, and had to
endure the giant’s quiet mirth. “Go on ahead with the
others.”

“Do you want me to count
coup on him?” Touch the Clouds asked, his shoulders moving up and
down.

“Since when do warriors
count coup on children?”

“He has seen sixteen
winters. Or is it fifteen? I cannot remember.” Touch the Clouds
became serious for a moment. “He is not a child. Blue Flower is not
a child. You do not see that because she is your
daughter.”

In English Nate muttered,
“You sure are a big help.”

Touch the Clouds said in
Shoshone, “On the day she becomes his woman, I will give her three
fine horses as a gift.”

“Not if someone pushes you
off a cliff first.” Grinning, Touch the Clouds trotted westward.
Nate sighed and placed his Hawken across his saddle. He did not
need this. Not now. He harbored a secret hope that Touch the Clouds
was mistaken and it was not who the Shoshone thought it was, but
then a young warrior appeared off through the trees.

“Hell,” Nate said to the
bay. “First the rattlesnake. Now him. It’s not my day.”

“Grizzly Killer!” The
stripling waved his bow overhead. “It be me! Chases
Rabbits!”

Nate tried to smile, but
his heart was not in it. “Something be matter? You look like sit on
lance.”

“Indigestion,” Nate
said.

“That be new word. What it
mean?”

“It’s what happens when
you eat too much or drink too much or a tree falls on you.” Nate
did not add that some trees had two legs. “What on earth are you
doing here?”

Chases Rabbits sat
straighter and puffed out his less-than-impressive chest. He wore
his hair Crow fashion, which was to say, hanging in loose braids on
either side. Instead of a buckskin shirt he had on a beaded vest.
His moccasins were also decorated with vivid beads of blue and
brown. His leggings were fringed at the waist and around the
ankles. Across his back was a quiver. “Me come visit.”

“In your
Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes?”

“Me be sorry. Not savvy.”
Chases Rabbits had learned English from a missionary, but he had
not learned it well.

“It’s nothing,” Nate said.
“We can’t visit with you right now. We’re on our way
somewhere.”

“Me know,” Chases Rabbits
said. “To valley, yes?”

Nate had to remind himself
the young Crow had been with him when he found it. “To the valley,
yes,” he confirmed. “So it’s best you go back to your village and
visit us another time.”

“Me want see Blue Flower.
Think of her much since me see her last. Think she be good wife,
good mother.”

“I’ve told you before,”
Nate said irritably, “that my daughter is much too young to take a
husband. She has no interest in marrying you or any other
man.”

“She will,” Chases Rabbits
said with the utmost confidence. “She learn like me. Come live
lodge. We make many babies.”

Nate inwardly counted to
ten. “What will it take to get it through that thick skull of yours
that she won’t be ready to marry for years yet? She’s just a
girl.”

“Me sister same winters.
She have man. Me cousin younger. She have man. Me other cousin—”
Nate waved a hand, cutting him off before he recited every female
about Evelyn’s age in the Crow nation. “Your people tend to marry
young, yes. But Crow ways are not white ways.” He had made it as
plain as plain could be, on several occasions, that under no
circumstances would he consent to letting Chases Rabbits court
Evelyn. But it was like talking to a tree stump.

“Me learn white ways. Me
be good husband,” Chases Rabbits said. “Help Grizzly Killer hunt.
Help Grizzly Killer hunt deer. Help Grizzly Killer hunt elk. Help
Grizzly Killer hunt buffalo. Help Grizzly Killer hunt—”

“That’s enough. I get the
idea.”

Chases Rabbits was not
done. “Me make Grizzly Killer much happy. Me make Blue Flower much
happy.”

The only thing that would
make me truly happy, Nate thought,
is if you ride off and never come
back. Out loud he said, “Come to the
valley in a couple of moons. We will talk more then.”

“Me come valley now,”
Chases Rabbits beamed. “Help Grizzly Killer build new lodge of
wood. Remember you tell about?”

Nate smothered another
groan. On their initial visit to the valley, he had made the
mistake of saying how much the new home meant to him, and how much
work was involved in building a cabin and a corral. Let alone three
cabins. “You really don’t need to go to any bother.”

“But we friends. Me like
Grizzly Killer. Me like Grizzly Killer’s daughter. Me like Grizzly
Killer’s woman. Me like Grizzly Killer’s son. Me like
Grizzly—”

“I swear I’m going to
shoot you.”

“What? Why? Me show me be
good”—Chases Rabbits stopped and his face scrunched up—“how you
say, son-law?”

“Son-in-law.”

“That be it, yes.” Chases
Rabbits nodded vigorously. “Son-in-law. Son-in-law.” He rolled the
words on his tongue like they were balls of hard molasses. “What
mean in-law?”

“Related by marriage but
not by blood,” Nate elaborated, thinking the young Crow was putting
the cart a mile ahead of the horse.

Chases Rabbits opened his
mouth to say more but abruptly squared his slim shoulders and held
his chin high in a posture of assumed manliness.

Nate did not need to see
who was riding up behind him to know who it was. As she reined to a
stop, he smiled thinly
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