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Frontier Mayhem

The unforgiving wilderness
of the Rocky Mountains forced a boy to grow up fast, so Nate King
taught his son, Zach, how to survive the constant hazards and
hardships – and he taught him well. With an Indian war party on the
prowl and a marauding grizzly on the loose, young Zach was about to
face the test of his life, with no room for failure. But there was
one danger Nate hadn’t prepared Zach for – a beautiful girl with
blue eyes.

 


Blood Feud

The brutal wilderness of the
Rocky Mountains can be deadly to those unaccustomed to its dangers.
So when a clan of travelers from the hill country back East arrive
at Nate King’s part of the mountain, Nate is more than willing to
lend a hand and show them some hospitality. He has no way of
knowing that this clan is used to fighting – and killing – for what
they want. And they want Nate’s land for their own!
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WILDERNESS 25

FRONTIER MAYHEM


 


One

 Zebulon Clark was scared. He did not want to die. Given his
druthers, he would like to live a long, prosperous life. Often he
had imagined himself as an old man, seated in a rocking chair with
an adorable grandchild perched on a knee. He wanted to end his days
peacefully, to pass on to the other side quietly, in his
sleep.

Fate had other ideas.

The first inkling Zebulon had of trouble was
when the forest suddenly went quiet. Totally, utterly silent. All
the birds stopped chirping. All the squirrels stopped chattering.
The chipmunks no longer scampered playfully about. It was as if
every living thing had abruptly died. Or was in hiding.

Zebulon had halted and cocked his head to
listen. He’d figured it was a roving grizzly or a prowling painter,
and he had not been particularly concerned. After all, he had his
trusty Hawken and a brace of flintlock pistols. Plus his butcher
knife.

Then a shrill whistle had
pierced the ratified mountain air. A cry
like that of a hawk – only a hawk was not the source. No, an
earthbound predator had uttered that cry, and it was answered by
another, then a third.

Savages! The word pealed in Zebulon’s head
like the clap of doom. He’d come to take it for granted the valley
was a safe haven, that Indians rarely if ever came there. He should
have known better.

For months Zeb had gone blithely on with his
work; setting traps, skinning beaver, each day adding to his
collection of prime peltries. He’d long since acquired more than
the packhorses could carry. The extras would be toted by his mount,
and Lou’s saddle horse. So what if they had to walk clear back to
St. Louis? The inconvenience was worth it.

Lou had suggested they leave while the going
was good. But Zebulon always refused. By the grace of God they had
stumbled on a beaver paradise, and Zebulon was not about to leave
until he had every last hide there was to be had.

Lou had come right out and said he was being
a mite greedy. Yes, he was, yet Zebulon couldn’t help himself. Not
when it would add a couple of hundred dollars to the final tally.
An entire year’s worth of income for most folks back home.

“Another week,” Zebulon
kept insisting. “Just one more and we’ll go. I promise.”

One week had become three.

Now, Zebulon could not help but wonder if
his greed might cost them dearly. Turning, he retraced his steps,
heading for camp. The traps slung over his shoulder clanked and
rattled. Newhouses were costly, but not worth his life. Dropping
them, he hurried on, what little noise he made drowned out by a
gurgling stream on his left.

The hawk cry was repeated, this time from a
thicket on the opposite bank. Nervously fingering the Hawken’s
trigger, Zebulon picked up the pace. His mouth had gone as dry as a
desert; his palms were sweaty.

Please, Zebulon prayed, please let them
hold off until we load up and light a shuck. It would be folly to try and take the plews. Every precious
second wasted was another closer to the grave. Anyone with half a
brain would forget the hides and just ride. But they had gone to so much
trouble. He owed it to Lou, and to his beloved wife. Bless her
departed soul.

It was over a mile to the clearing. A
harrowing mile, every step possibly his last. Zebulon’s buckskins
were plastered to his skin and his scalp was prickling as if from a
heat rash when at last he spotted the horses and the bales and Lou
sharpening a scraper on a whetstone.

Zebulon opened his mouth to shout, but his
throat was too dry. All he could do was squeak, like a pathetic
tiny mouse.

Lou had not noticed the danger. Which was
understandable. The blue sky, the lazy pillowy clouds that drifted
overhead, the gentle breeze rustling the slender aspens, all
conspired to give a person a false sense of peace and security.

Zebulon had to swallow three or four times
before his vocal chords would work. By then he was at the
clearing’s edge, and swore he could feel unseen eyes bore into his
back. “Lou!” he said urgently. His pride and joy swung around, a
warm smile nipped in the bud.

“Pa? What’s the
matter?”

“Trouble,” Zebulon said,
struggling to stay calm, to keep his tone level. He imagined Lou
scalped and staked out naked, and inwardly quaked.
Dear Lord!
No! It was bad enough he had lost Lou’s ma to the fever. He
wouldn’t lose their offspring, too! Not when he had promised Marcy
to take special care of the child, to see to it that Lou grew up to
be a credit to them both.

“What kind of trouble,
Pa?”

Anxiety tore at Zebulon’s vitals. Lou was so
young, so tender. Only sixteen. Sweetly innocent sixteen. It would
be the ultimate injustice to deprive someone that age of life, and
future happiness. “Injuns.” Zebulon’s voice was raspier than he
intended thanks to a constriction in his throat.

Lou scanned the woods. “What tribe?”

“I don’t rightly know,”
Zebulon admitted. “They ain’t shown themselves yet.”

“Maybe they’re
friendly.”

“Not likely. Peaceable
Injuns don’t skulk about swapping birdcalls. I got a powerful bad
feeling about this.” Zebulon motioned. “Mount up and head for the
pass. I’ll be along directly.”

“And leave you here
alone?”

Raw emotion threatened to wash over Zebulon
in a tidal wave of commingled grief and joy. “Don’t sass me now,
child. It ain’t the right time or place.”

Lou was moving toward another rifle, propped
on a log. “I’m not a sprout anymore. I can do as I dam well
please.”

“For my sake.
Go.”

“No.”

“Just like your ma,”
Zebulon said softly, more to himself than to Lou. His darling Marcy
had possessed a stubborn streak a mile wide. Otherwise, she had
been as fine a wife as any man ever had. Tender, considerate, and
playful under the bedcovers.

Another piercing cry reminded him they did
not have a moment to spare. He glanced at the peltries, reluctant
to part with a single one. Yet some had to be left behind or they
would lose their lives. “Saddle Old Jake and Fancy. I’ll load the
pack animals.”

“We’re taking an awful
risk.”

That they were. Sensible trappers would ride
off bareback and forget the hides. But Zebulon couldn’t, not even
when his life depended on it. He ran to the bales and hauled one
toward the string.

Lou worked quickly, one eye on the
vegetation. Zebulon’s obvious fear was more unnerving than the
Indians. Somehow or other Lou had gotten the notion that Zebulon
was not afraid of anything. To learn differently was deeply
unsettling.

Lou’s slim fingers fumbled
with the cinch. Jaw muscles tightening, Lou concentrated.
Stay calm!
a tiny inner voice said. Do what has to be done and you’ll get out of this with your
own skins intact!

Or would they?

Lou stiffened at the sight of a shadowy
figure in the forest. A warrior had stepped from behind a trunk to
brazenly watch what they were doing. Murky shadow hid the man’s
features, but Lou could tell the Indian was painted for war, and
that was all that really mattered. “Oh, Lord.”

“What?” Zebulon stopped
and gazed in the same direction. His blood became ice; his heart
skipped a beat. Without thinking, he snapped the Hawken to his
shoulder and thumbed back the hammer, but before he could fire the
figure disappeared.

Lou was glad. A shot would provoke the war
party into attacking. “Forget the plews, Pa. Let’s skedaddle. I’ll
cover you while you saddle Old Jake.” Lou moved a few feet to one
side, puzzled when Zebulon stood there like a bump on a log. “What
are you waiting for, Pa? Hurry!”

“You’re asking me to give
up two thousand dollars’ worth of beaver! More money than I’ve had
at one time in all my born days. Money that can give us a decent
life back in the States.”

“Money ain’t worth dying
over.”

Zebulon did not seem to hear. “I can send
you to school, just like your ma always wanted. She made me promise
her, you know. On her deathbed. And I aim to stand by my word, come
Hell or high water.”

“Please, Pa. Just get on
Old Jake.”

“It galls me, child. Galls
me something fierce. We’ve worked godawful hard for these pelts.”
Zebulon felt a funk coming on, and didn’t care, “Getting up at the
crack of dawn every day. Wading in cold water up to my chest. About
freezing my toes off more times than I care to recollect. Lugging
those heavy beaver. All the skinning and curing we’ve done. And for
what? For a bunch of mangy red devils to steal it all out from
under us and leave us broke?”

“Pa! For God’s
sake!”

“I refuse!” Zebulon raged,
wagging the Hawken. “Do you hear me, damn your bones! The Clark
clan doesn’t give up easily! Try to run us off and there will be
bloodshed! Mark my words!”

An arrow whizzed out of
the greenery and imbedded itself in Zebulon’s ribs with a
loud thunk. The
impact jolted him backwards and partially spun him around.
Amazement etched his face. Then agony spiked through him like a
red-hot poker. He buckled at the knees.

“No!” Lou
bounded to Zebulon’s side and grabbed him around the shoulders.
Specters flitted among the trees, drawing closer. “Pa, we have to
get you out of here! Help me! I can’t do it alone!”

Zebulon tried to stand, but his legs refused
to obey. Weakness overwhelmed him. The world whirled as if caught
in the grip of a tornado, and his stomach roiled like butter in a
chum. Bile rose in his gorge. “Leave me,” he gasped.

“Never!” Frantic, Lou
bent, wedged a shoulder under Zeb’s arm, and levered upward. The
strain was almost more than Lou could bear. Sinews quivering, they
staggered toward their mounts.

The specters were closer, a ring of dusky
warriors in buckskins, many holding bows, some armed with lances, a
few hefting eyedaggs. Foremost was a tall man whose dark eyes
danced with vitality. He strode into the open as fearlessly as if
entering his own village. Red stripes had been painted on his
forehead and cheeks, lending him an especially frightening
aspect.

Lou pretended the Indians
were not there. Paying them no mind was hard, but the only way to
stave off paralyzing fear. “Hold on, Pa. I’ll have us out of here
in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. You can
count on me.”

Zebulon barely heard. His head pounded to
the pulsing rhythm of his own blood. It was like the time they had
visited the ocean and he had stood on a low cliff listening to
breakers crash on rocks. Only this was inside him. He could hardly
think. “Lou—” he began, intending to bid the child to flee.

“Hush. I know what you’re
going to say and you might as well save your breath. I can no
sooner leave you than I can sprout wings and fly.”

The tall warrior stepped between them and
the horses. Folding his arms, he regarded them intently,
particularly Lou. He acted more amused than anything else, making
no attempt to resort to his lance.

Lou was not accustomed to bearing so heavy a
burden. Zebulon was a powerful man, weighing upwards 220 pounds.
Twice what Lou weighed. Gritting from the exertion, Lou stumbled to
a stop. “Out of my way, varmint.” When the warrior did not budge,
Lou brought the rifle to bear, difficult to do one-handed. “I mean
it! Shoo! Or in another minute you’ll be worm food.”

If the warrior understood English, which was
highly unlikely, he did not show it. Grunting, he pointed at
Zebulon, then at the ground. The meaning was as clear as
crystal.

“Go to Hell,” Lou said,
which was as close to a cuss word as Zeb would abide. The click of
the hammer being pulled back was unnaturally loud.

A warrior to the south yelled and whipped a
bow up, an ash arrow already notched to a taut string. The man
sighted down the shaft, squarely at Lou’s chest. For a span of five
seconds Lou’s life hung in the balance. Then the tall warrior
gestured, and the bowman reluctantly lowered his weapon.

The odds were twelve to one. Resistance was
useless. Yet giving up was never an option. Lou would rather die
protecting Zebulon. To surrender would mean torture. Or so many a
fellow mountaineer had claimed.

Bracing both legs, Lou trained the rifle on
the tall warrior’s sternum. “I won’t warn you again. Stand aside or
else.”

Incredibly, the tall man came forward until
the muzzle was inches from his wide chest. He even had the audacity
to reach out and hold the barrel steady. Other warriors fidgeted
uneasily.

Lou was flabbergasted, then recollected
being told that Indians valued courage above all else. The tall
leader was demonstrating his bravery for all to behold. Virtually
daring Lou to shoot.

“Kill him,” Zebulon
gasped. His senses were still in turmoil, but he had enough
presence of mind to realize that if they did not shoot their way
out, they were goners. Befuddled when Lou did not obey, he said,
“What are you waiting for? Do it, then run like a scalded dog.
Don’t fret about me. I’ll be right behind you.” The last was an
out-and-out lie. He could not take two steps, let alone run two
feet.

Lou’s eyes were locked on
the tall warrior’s. It was a proverbial moment of truth, a crucial
turning point. Lou’s finger closed on the trigger – but not firmly
enough to fire. For Lou had never taken a life before, never so
much as raised a fist in anger. Over and over in Lou’s mind
resounded the Commandment. Thou shalt not
kill!

“Shoot!”

Lou wanted to. With every fiber, every
particle, every iota of being. But the finger on the trigger did
not curl any further. Lou saw a smile spread across the Indian’s
face, and the warrior leaned forward. “I’m sorry, Pa. We’re done
for.”

It was impossible for Zeb to be mad. People
had to be true to their nature, and that was all Lou was doing. “We
won’t let them do us in without a tussle,” Zeb vowed, girding
himself to rise. They would die, but they would take some of their
enemies with them.

Lou let down the hammer
and lowered the rifle. There was no use in pretending; the warrior
could tell it was a bluff. Regret
overwhelmed rising despair. “I’ve failed you, Pa. Ma must be
rolling over in her grave.”

“Nonsense.” Zebulon’s
abdomen and upper thighs were slick with warm blood. He was not
long for this world. Unless he acted soon, it would be too
late.

The tall warrior’s bronzed hand rose toward
Lou’s pale throat, then stopped. Furrows creased the man’s brow.
His eyes narrowed and he tilted his head. He looked Lou up and down
as if amazed. Without warning, he pressed a hand against Lou’s
chest. Startled, he stepped back and announced his discovery in his
own tongue.

“May the Lord preserve
us,” Zebulon breathed. “They know. Run, girl! Run!”

“No. Clarks have grit.
Isn’t that what you’ve taught me since I was knee high to a calf?
I’m not leaving you and that’s final.”

Panic mounted in Zeb. “Louisa May, I’m
ordering you to get the hell out of here! Now! Before they force
themselves on you!”

“Ma would have a fit if
she heard you cuss, Pa.” Zebulon would have added a string of oaths
if he’d had the energy. Only a female
would give a hoot about proper behavior when they were both about
to be slit from ear to ear!
“Leave me and go, child! Don’t let me pass on to
my reward with your own death on my conscience. Please.”

Lou held her ground. The
truth was out. So be it. Ordinarily, her baggy buckskins and short
hair were enough to disguise her gender, but the tall warrior had
the eyes of a hawk. She placed a hand on her butcher knife. While
she could not kill in cold blood, she would do whatever was
necessary to keep from being violated. As her ma had always said,
there were fates worse than death.

The tall leader was talking to several
others. An argument broke out, with much motioning and loud words.
At the conclusion, the tall man stepped aside and indicated Old
Jake and Fancy.

“He’s saying we can
leave!” Lou exclaimed.

“Not without the plews,”
Zebulon said. “Make them savvy. We can’t go without our hides.” An
urge to cough doubled him over. Automatically, he raised a hand to
cover his mouth. When the fit subsided and he lowered his palm, it
was bright scarlet.

Lou did not waste another moment. Setting
the rifle down, she wrapped both arms around her father and
practically dragged him to the horses. He objected, but he was in
no condition to resist. Once next to Old Jake, she had a greater
problem: how to get her pa up into the saddle. Unaided, she could
never do it.

The tall warrior was examining her rifle.
Lou grinned to herself, pointed at the gun, then at the leader.
“Like that, do you? It’s yours if you’ll lend me a hand.” She
tapped the saddle, then her father’s shoulder. “Give my pa a
boost.”

Clearly perplexed, the warrior did not
budge.

“My rifle for helping me,”
Lou stressed, repeating the pantomime. A gleam of comprehension lit
the leader, and he laughed as if it were a joke. But he helped. He
came over and without half trying flung Zebulon over the saddle
like he would fling a sack of potatoes.

“I’m obliged,” Lou said.
She was going to climb on Fancy, but a stocky, scarred warrior
seized the dun’s bridle and spoke angrily. Another heated dispute
resulted in the stocky warrior letting go, but he was not happy
about it. Sullen as a riled bear, he glared as Lou hooked a foot in
a stirrup and swung lithely astride her animal.

She lingered a fleeting second, sadly
contemplating the hides that had meant a new life for her pa and
her. Those pelts would have insured that she would attend a fine
Eastern school. Now her long-nurtured hope of becoming a genuine
lady was shattered. Without those peltries, there would be no fine
home or lavish carriage or expensive dresses and bonnets. Her
special dream would never come to pass.

None of the Indians tried to stop them from
leaving. Most of the warriors were busy rummaging through supplies
or admiring plews. One man had found the sugar tin, and was dipping
a finger in and licking it.

Seizing Old Jake’s reins, Lou jabbed her
heels against Fancy and broke into a trot. She anticipated an arrow
between the shoulder blades, but the Indians were content with
their plunder. Why they had spared her, she had no idea. Maybe the
leader had taken pity on her. Or maybe they did not believe it
fitting to make war on a woman.

A woman?
Louisa nearly laughed aloud. Who was she trying
to fool? She was only sixteen. A girl, by any standard. But a girl
who had done things no other girl her age ever had. Such as
traveling far from Virginia, to the remote, majestic Rockies. Such
as living in the wild vastness of the high peaks for over a year.
Such as surviving encounters with silvertips, to say nothing of
summer drought and fall floods and snowstorms that buried whole
mountains.

Her mother would have been proud, Lou liked
to think. Marcy Bonham Clark had been an independent spirit who did
as she dam well pleased, the opinion of others be hanged. She’d
married Zeb against the wishes of her parents. She’d lived in the
deep woods instead of the city, to the dismay of all her kin. And
she had encouraged her husband’s hankering to live as a free
trapper, despite the hardships. More the pity that Marcy had died
before Zebulon headed west.

Or was it a blessing in
disguise? Lou wondered. For had her mother
been at the camp when the war party struck, she would surely have
resisted. And been part of the bloodbath.

A groan reminded Lou of
her uppermost responsibility. She dared not slacken the pace,
though. Not yet. “Hang on, Pa. As soon as we’re out of danger, I’ll
treat that wound. You’ll be all right. Wait and see.” He
had to be all right.
Without her father, Lou had a snowball’s chance in July of staying
alive long enough to reach St. Louis.

Zebulon could not answer.
Light-headed, nauseous, disoriented, he shut his eyelids tight and
prayed for the awful sensations to go away. The pain, surprisingly,
was much less. He took that as a good sign, as an omen he was not
severely hurt. He had to live, for his daughter’s sake.

On through the verdant woodland they
hurried, Louisa angling toward the pass that linked their pristine
valley to the outside world. Small wonder beaver had been abundant.
It was doubtful other whites had ever set foot there.

She thought fondly of the many months spent
in their sanctuary. The work had been grueling, what with having to
scrape and prepare hide after hide. But the evenings had been
delightful. Snugly nestled an arm’s length from the crackling
flames, she had coaxed her father into talking about her mother,
about their courting days, about anything and everything that had
to do with their life together. And in the process she had grown
closer to him than she had ever been.

On through the pines Louisa went. They
covered half a mile, and although her intuition warned they were
not yet safe, she reined up and slid down. “Pa,” she said tenderly
as she carefully eased Zeb off the saddle and gently lowered him
onto his back. Shock gave way to horror. His buckskins were
drenched, his face as pale as a sheet of paper. “Oh, Pa.”

Zebulon heard, and drifted up through a
clinging fog into the rosy light of day. “Lou?” Her visage seemed
to float above him like a disembodied ghost. “I could use some
water, girl. And a blanket. I’m so cold. Why did the temperature
drop?”

Louisa noted the beads of perspiration on
her father’s forehead. How could he be cold and burning up at the
same time? The stream was a couple of hundred yards to the north,
and the only blankets they had were their saddle blankets. “I’ll do
what I can. In the meantime, you lie here and don’t utter a peep.”
She started to stand, but his fingers clamped onto her wrist.

“Stay with me.”

“But you just—

“I know what I said,”
Zebulon said, cutting her off. The cold inside of him was expanding
at an alarming rate. He was no fool. He knew what it meant.
Mustering his waning strength, he went on. “I don’t have much time.
You must listen.”

“Don’t talk like this.
You’re going to be fine. I’ll get the arrow out and have you on the
mend in—”

Again Zebulon interrupted. “Hush! This is
important. Do you remember the Rendezvous we went to last
July?”

“Of course. Up to Green
River. Not many traders came, and that white-haired man who liked
to quote Shakespeare told us it might be the last.”

“Do you remember that
other nice fella we met? The big man? The one who won the wrestling
contest?”

How could Lou forget? He was the only man
who had ever beaten her father. And every other trapper, to boot.
“Nate King. What about him?”

“I hear tell the Kings
live in the vicinity of Long’s Peak. They have an
honest-to-goodness cabin. Find them. They’ll help see you safely to
the States.”

The full import of what her father was
imparting made Louisa feel faint. She had to put both hands flat on
the ground for support. “Now you hush. I won’t listen to this
silliness. Let’s dig that arrow out and I’ll get a fire started.”
She gripped the hilt of her knife.

Zebulon Clark stiffened. An ominous black
fog was eclipsing the sun and the sky, and his daughter. ‘Please,
no.” Zeb moved his lips, trying to form the words, “I love you.”
But the only sound that escaped his throat was a pitiable whine.
Then the swirling fog swallowed him whole and he pitched into an
inky abyss.

Louisa May Clark trembled, fighting back
tears. Her father was gone! She was alone in the heart of the
wilderness! Alone, with only her pistols and her possibles bag!

Heaven help her.


 


 


Two

 He was eager to kill and get it over with.

Zachary King had been in the saddle since
dawn. It was now the middle of the afternoon, and he was impatient
to conclude the hunt. From a shelf thousands of feet up a mountain
he gazed out over a magnificent vista. Jagged peaks thrust skyward
like spears, many crowned with glistening white mantles. A sea of
trees, mostly pine, covered lower slopes in rolling waves. In the
distance a bald eagle soared on outstretched wings.

Regal Nature, in all her stirring beauty.
The sort of scene that would awe a city dweller. But not young
Zach. He had lived in the wilderness all his life. The Rockies were
his home. Mammoth earthen giants that reared miles above sea level
did not impress him.

Zach glanced down at the tracks he had been
following. The bull elk, although stricken, showed no sign of
flagging. Occasionally, drops of blood confirmed that Zach’s shot
had indeed scored.

“Just my luck the bull
moved when I fired,” Zach mused aloud, and
was immediately upset. Talking to oneself was a white trait. His
father did it now and then. Uncle Shakespeare did it all the time.
And while he loved them both dearly, he did not care to imitate
them. He did not care to act as whites did.

It was a recent development, this dislike of
his father’s people. Zach knew it upset his parents, but it
couldn’t be helped. Years of abuse at the hands of complete
strangers had left him bitter, resentful.

Zach had the supreme
misfortune to be born half white, half Indian. Or, as most whites
preferred to brand him, a breed.
And the majority of whites did not like breeds.
They looked down their noses at him and his kind. All because of an
accident of birth over which he had no control. It was grossly
unfair.

When he was younger Zach had not been
bothered by the bigotry. Largely because he had not noticed. Quite
naturally, he’d spent most of his time doing what children
everywhere did, playing and getting into mischief. It was not until
his early teens that he began to realize how widespread the hatred
was.

His awakening, as Zach liked to call it, had
taken place at a Rendezvous three years before. His father and
Shakespeare had been swapping tall tales with other free trappers.
His mother had been visiting Shoshone kin. So he had ambled off
alone, roaming the encampment. While threading among the booths set
up by the traders from St. Louis, he had been suddenly seized and
thrown roughly to the ground.

“Damn you, breed! Where’s
the knife you stole?” Bewildered, Zach had gawked up at a skinny
man in homespun clothes who shook a fist in his face. Before he
could reply, the man had hauled off and kicked him, hard. Anger had
spurred Zach into declaring, “I don’t know what you’re talking
about, mister. I never steal.”

“You lyin’ breed! The
knife was on the counter a few seconds ago. Now it’s gone! And
you’re the only one who was nearby.”

Stooping, the man had grasped Zach by the
front of his hunting shirt and violently jerked him erect.

“I want my knife, breed.
Or so help me, I’ll tar you within an inch of your
life.”

“Let me go!” Zach had
protested. He’d pried at the trader’s fingers, but he’d been no
match for a grown man.

“Where is it?” Enraged,
the trader had shaken him as a panther might shake a fawn, shaken
him until his teeth crunched together and his bones were fit to
break. “Fess up, breed!”

A crowd had gathered. Zach had wished his
father were there to teach the brute a lesson. But Nate had been
clear across camp, unaware of what was happening. Zach had been on
his own.

Since brawn would not help, Zach had tried
to reason with his assailant. Hadn’t his Uncle Shakespeare always
claimed that most disputes could be talked out if everyone involved
gave it half a chance? “Calm down, mister. I can prove I didn’t
take your knife. Just search me. Go ahead.”

The man had patted Zach’s buckskins, then
grunted. “Where’d you hide it, boy?”

“I didn’t take it, dam
you!”

“Don’t sass me,
breed.”

It was then that the trader had drawn back a
calloused hand and slapped Zach across the face. Furious, Zach had
punched at the man’s arms, kicked at the man’s leg, but his blows
had had scant effect, earning him another slap, which had set his
ears to ringing and his vision to swimming. Dimly, he’d heard
someone intervene.

“Let the boy go,
Evans.”

The trader had snorted. “Leave us alone,
Kendall. This isn’t your affair.”

“I’m making it mine. That
boy’s father is a close friend. Put him down. Now.”

Zach’s head had cleared. Blood was trickling
from his mouth and his lower lip was split. He beheld his savior
clearly; Scott Kendall, a stocky, muscular, flame-haired
frontiersman who had visited their cabin many times. The spectators
were looking from Kendall to Evans and back again in keen
anticipation.

The trader hesitated. His grip slackened,
but not all the way. “I tell you this damn breed stole from me.
Either he returns what he took or I take it out of his hide.” Scott
Kendall casually rested a hand on the smooth butt of a pistol
tucked under his wide leather belt. “I won’t ask you again.”

The threat caused Evans to drop Zach as if
he were a hot coal. “Now see here! You have no right to interfere!
What’s this world comin’ to when an honest businessman can’t stop a
scruffy breed thief from makin’ off with valuable merchandise!”

“Honest?” Kendall said,
and several of the men in the crowd snickered. “I suppose you are.
You’ve never cheated anyone outright. Unless you count marking up
your trade goods three hundred percent just to rob us of every
hard-earned penny.”

“I have a right to make a
profit!”

“An honorable profit,
yes.” Kendall strolled to the booth, studied the items arranged on
the counter, then moved around the far end and scrutinized the
grass.

“See here,” Evans said.
“No one is allowed back there except me and my helper.”

Kendall doubled over, and when he
straightened he held a folding knife in his right palm. “Is this
what you claim the boy took?”

“My word! Where was
it?”

“On the ground. Where it
landed when you probably bumped it off.” Kendall came back around.
“You owe Zach King an apology.”

“King?” Evans had gulped
like a fish out of water. “Did you say King?”

“Didn’t you know? Zach is
Nate King’s boy. You must know Nate. Everyone does.” Kendall leaned
on the counter. “Don’t you recall the time Farley Grant trifled
with Nate’s wife, Winona? Farley was drunk, sure, but that’s no
excuse for forcing himself on a married woman. Remember what Nate
did when he found out?”

The trader coughed.

“No? Well, I sure do. I
was there. Nate walked right up to Farley and hit him in the mouth.
Never threatened. Or blustered. Just punched him. Once. Broke
Farley’s jaw and seven teeth besides.” Scott Kendall sighed. “It
wasn’t Farley’s lucky year. About the time his mouth healed, the
Blackfeet got ahold of him. Fed him to their dogs, the story goes.
In bits and pieces.”

Evans fidgeted. “As God is my witness, I
didn’t know the boy is Nate’s son.”

Kendall was thoughtfully rubbing his beard.
“Can you imagine how strong a person has to be to bust a jaw with
one punch?”

“I don’t want any hard
feelings.”

“Oh?” Scott Kendall nodded
at Zach. “Then I suggest you start to make amends by apologizing to
the one you wronged.”

“Sorry, boy.”

Zach nodded, mad but pacified. His father’s
friend, to his surprise, was far from satisfied.

“You call that an apology?
Really, Evans. Put some feeling into it.” Kendall snapped his
fingers as if at an inspiration. “I have it! Why don’t you get down
on your knees and beg forgiveness?”

“I’ll do no such
thing!”

Kendall shrugged. “Suit yourself. Come on,
Zach. Let’s go find your father. I can’t wait to see the look on
his face when you report what happened.”

To Zach’s astonishment, the trader dropped
onto his knees, clasped both hands together, and said, “I’m sorry,
boy. Honestly and truly! Sometimes I let my temper get the better
of me. Forgive me, will you?”

No one laughed. Everyone, in fact, focused
on Zach, awaiting his reaction. It rankled him, but he forced out,
“I forgive you, mister. Mistakes happen, I reckon.”

Evans grabbed Zach’s hand and pumped
vigorously. “Thank you, boy! Thank you! Tell you what. To further
make amends, you’re entitled to anything in my booth at five
percent off. How’d that be?”

Scott Kendall bellowed like a lanced
buffalo. “You call that making amends? Damn, man. You just never
give up, do you?” Smirking, he dangled the folding knife between a
thumb and forefinger. “If you’re in earnest, why not let Zach have
this as a token of your repentance?”

“You mean – give it to
him?”

“I do.”

“For free!”

Zach did not understand why so many
onlookers erupted in mirth, or why Kendall’s expression resembled
that of a lynx about to pounce on prey.

“Were you born a
skinflint, Evans? Or have you had to work at it over the years?”
The brawny trapper flipped the knife straight up into the air, then
idly caught it. “Yes, for free. And if you keep raising a fuss,
maybe you should throw in an ax and some blankets.”

“No, no, no. The knife
will do.” Evans jumped to his feet, snatched the knife, and shoved
it into Zach’s palm. “Take it, boy. We’re even now, hear? There’s
no need to go bawlin’ to your pa that I mistreated you, eh? We’ll
let bygones be bygones.”

The incident ended. The crowd dispersed.
Scott Kendall escorted Zach back to camp and stuck around until
Nate and Shakespeare returned. Zach never mentioned the occurrence
to his pa, but he later learned Kendall did, and that his father
paid the trader a visit late that very night. It was the last year
Evans attended the Rendezvous.

As for Zach, the memory of that day burned
in his brain ever after, festering like a rank sore. He could not
forget how unjust the man had been. Nor how many times Evans had
referred to him, in contempt, as a “breed.”

It was a revelation.

Zach got to thinking back. He recollected
many instances when white men had treated him with barely concealed
dislike. Concealed, no doubt, because they feared the wrath of his
father. And other times when whites had called him a breed to his
face, but did so wearing false smiles. As if that would lessen the
hurt.

Deeply troubled, Zach had gone to
Shakespeare McNair. He often found it easier to talk to Shakespeare
than to his parents. McNair always listened without criticizing.
That night the white-maned mountaineer had explained the “wicked
ways of the world,” to use McNair’s own words.

“It’s always the same old
story, Zachary. Since the days of Cain and Abel, folks have hated
each other for hate’s sake. They hate what they don’t understand.
They hate whatever they fear. They hate anyone who is different.
There are whites who hate Indians for being Indian, and Indians who
hate whites for being white.”

“And they hate breeds,
too,” Zach had said.

Sorrow had gripped the old mountain man, and
he had tenderly placed a hand on Zach’s shoulder. “Children of
mixed heritage suffer the worst of both worlds. Whites despise them
because they’re part Indian, and Indians distrust them because
they’re part white. I’m afraid you’re in for a rough haul, son.
Slings and arrows and the like.”

“What?”

Shakespeare had done what Shakespeare loved
to do. He’d quoted his namesake. “ ‘To be or not to be, that is the
question. Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune, or to take arms against a sea of
troubles, and by opposing end them.’ ” McNair had squeezed him. “Do
you understand?”

Zach had nodded. Usually
when Shakespeare quoted the Bard, Zach had no inkling whatsoever of
what the quote meant. This time he did. It meant people would
dislike him even when he did nothing to deserve it. They would
despise him simply for being
himself.

From that day on, Zach associated less and
less with his father’s kind. His eyes opened. He learned that many
he had formerly regarded as friends in fact only tolerated him
because they liked his father. And many who had always welcomed him
with smiles in fact could not abide his guts.

They did not come right out and say so. They
did not have to. Zach read the truth in fleeting glances, in subtle
expressions. He grew to sense when others loathed him, and he
avoided them ever after.

It was not quite as bad among his mother’s
people. By and large the Shoshones were more tolerant of his mixed
blood, but not as tolerant as he would have liked. Quite a few
warriors made no secret of their loathing.

To be fair, not all whites were bigots.
Decent men like Scott Kendall accepted him and treated him no
differently than they treated everyone else. Zach was grateful, but
it did not change his outlook.

He had made an important decision. In order
to live happily, he must avoid whites except when absolutely
necessary.

Zach never explained his decision to his
folks. He doubted they would understand. Or if they did, they
wouldn’t approve. On numerous occasions one or the other had
commented that he was becoming too much of a loner. That he should
have more dealings with people.

If his father and mother only knew!

Zach shook his head to clear the cobwebs and
prodded the sorrel into a brisk walk. It was no use feeling sorry
for himself. Warriors were not whiners. As his pa had impressed
upon him again and again, “A man must learn to stand on his own two
feet. Don’t be one of those puny coons who never grow up. Only
spoiled weaklings moan and groan when things don’t go their
way.”

The elk’s tracks led down a steep incline
into thick firs. A deadfall had to be skirted. Beyond, the trail
meandered at random, as if the elk were confused. Pools of blood
were evidence the bull was on its last legs.

Zach would be glad to butcher it and head
home. He had been gone five days, more than he’d intended. But game
was hard to find close to the cabin. On every hunt he had to range
farther and farther afield.

The pack animals were flagging. In his
eagerness to overtake his quarry, Zach had not stopped to rest all
day, not even to permit them to drink. A gleaming blue ribbon to
the northwest tempted him, but he continued due west for the time
being.

The elk had climbed a ridge. Zach prodded
the sorrel upward, tugging on the lead rope. He was two thirds of
the way to the top when the sorrel snorted and shied. “Steady,
fella, steady,” Zach said soothingly, then rose in the stirrups. A
brownish bulk lay amid scattered boulders.

Zach dismounted and slowly moved higher, his
heavy Hawken pressed to his shoulder. Elk were not aggressive by
nature, but any cornered creature could be dangerous.

A trapper by the name of Bascomb had found
that out the hard way when he’d shot a ten-point black-tailed buck
and gone to skin the critter without verifying it was dead. The
deer’s antlers had sliced his throat wide open. If not for a couple
of friends, Bascomb would surely have died.

Yet another reminder that in the wilderness
a man could not afford to be careless. One mistake was all it took.
One measly mistake might result in an “untimely demise,” as
Shakespeare called it.

So Zach neared the elk with his rifle cocked
and ready. Not much blood surrounded the body, but the bull had
already lost a lot. Zach circled to the right to better view the
animal’s head. The eyes were wide and glazing, the tongue jutted
from foam-flecked lips.

“Finally,” Zach said, and
wanted to kick his own backside for talking to himself
again.

Lowering the Hawken, Zach
let down the hammer. On the verge of drawing his butcher knife, he
turned into the breeze when a faint acrid odor tingled his
nostrils. It was smoke. And where there
was smoke, there were men.

Quickly, Zach ran to the crest. On the
summit he hunkered to avoid silhouetting himself against the sky,
as his father had taught him. Crabbing to the west rim, he scoured
the rugged terrain below. Isolated mountains were separated by a
maze of valleys, ravines, and canyons. Perhaps a quarter of a mile
off, gray tendrils wafted above a stand of pines.

“Idiots,” Zach said. It
had to be whites. Indians would not make camp so early, or reveal
their whereabouts so openly. So stupidly.

Zach shrugged and started to turn back. It
was no business of his. Whoever they were – trappers, most likely –
they meant nothing to him. So what if they were making a blunder
that could get them killed? It was their mistake, not his.

Then he paused, thinking of how Scott
Kendall had helped him at the Rendezvous. And of times when other
whites had treated him kindly. What was it Shakespeare was fond of
saying? “We are our brothers’ keeper. Whether we want to be or
not.”

Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to
take a gander at the yacks, Zach
reflected. Just out of curiosity, of course. Few whites ever
penetrated so deeply into the mountains. Either these were
uncommonly brave – or uncommonly dumb.

After tying the horses to convenient limbs,
Zach set forth on foot. A quarter of a mile was nothing to someone
who daily hiked ten or more. Plenty of brush provided ample cover.
On cat’s feet he crept into the stand, flattening when he spied a
glimmer of red and orange. He crawled the rest of the way.

A fire burned at the
center of a small clearing. Two horses were tethered where they
could graze to their heart’s content. Two saddles and two saddle
blankets had been draped over a log. So
there must be two whites, Zach deduced,
but neither was present.

Typical. The fools had gone off after
something for their supper pot, leaving their animals unprotected.
Any wandering Blackfoot or Piegan could help himself. It would
serve them right if their horses were stolen and they were stranded
afoot.

Zach rested his chin on a forearm. He should
leave. Just go on about his business and leave the whites to their
own affairs. But part of him, a very small part, bid him stay and
see what the pair were up to.

Time dragged by. Zach was restless, anxious
to tend to the elk and light a shuck for the cabin. The scent of
blood might lure a cougar, or worse, a grizzly, and his horses were
as unprotected as those of the whites.

A yellow butterfly flitted across the glade.
Sparrows frolicked in a bush. A raven flew overhead, the rhythmic
beat of its wings uncommonly loud.

Zach was about at the end of his patience
when a figure appeared. A slender figure in very baggy buckskins, a
stripling whose close-cropped hair and smooth cheeks marked him as
being about the same age as Zach. Over the youth’s shoulder was
slung a rabbit.

Of the second white, there was no sign. Zach
stayed put, content to merely observe. The white youth knelt beside
the fire and commenced to skin his catch.

Right away, Zach noticed something peculiar.
The youth was in the grip of obvious sadness. Downcast, glum, he
worked at a turtle’s pace. As empty of zest for life as an upended
keg was empty of ale. Zach did not know what to make of it.

Eventually the rabbit had been carved up,
and dripping chunks were roasting on a makeshift spit. The youth
sat with slim arms wrapped around bent legs, wearing melancholy
like a shroud, staring blankly into the depths of the dancing
flames.

Zach checked on the sun. In another three
hours it would be gone. He must be done with the elk by then.
Scavengers would be abroad at the advent of twilight, and he had no
yearning to contest possession with a pack of hungry wolves or a
ravenous silvertip. Still, he could not tear himself from the
youth. Why was the white so upset? Where was the other one? What
were they doing so far from the usual trapping haunts?

At length, Zach concluded enough was enough.
Either he should show himself or he should leave. And since he
would rather shun whites than suffer their spite, he slid
backward.

Just then, the youth lowered his face to a
sleeve and began to quietly weep.

Stupefied, Zachary stopped. He’d seldom seen
a white person cry. Years ago his father had informed him that they
considered tears a sign of weakness. That it was against their
custom for men to weep openly. Whites were expected to hold their
sorrow in, to vent it only when alone. A silly concept.

The Shoshones took the opposite view. They
made public displays of their grief. When a loved one died, the
women wailed and gnashed their teeth. Those who were blood
relatives frequently chopped off part of a finger as a token of
their misery. The men took part in a formal ceremony, some slashing
themselves with knives, and if tears were shed no one thought
poorly of the party who shed them.

Two extremes. And who was to say which was
right? Zach certainly was in no position to judge. To his way of
thinking, both sides could learn a lot from each other.

The youth was sobbing now, great, racking
sobs, as if pent-up torment had found delayed release. His whole
body shook as he bent low to the ground, the beaver hat he wore
perilously close to the fire.

A strange urge to go comfort the white
brought Zach to his knees, but no higher. He was being childish. It
would be wrong of him to intrude on the other’s woe. He would go
butcher the bull and return later.

A twig cracked as Zach
padded off, but he thought nothing of it. The youth would not hear.
He jogged to the ridge, swinging wide to come up on the site from
the north. A precaution, in case unwanted visitors were
abroad. But the sorrel and the pack animals were
dozing, the bull undisturbed.

Carving up an elk, or any large animals, was
not for the squeamish. First, Zach slit the hind legs down the
backs of each, cutting entirely around the tail. Next he opened the
pelt in a straight line from the chin to the tail, along the belly.
The front legs had to be cut, too, starting at the knee joints and
ranging to the stomach. Only then was the hide ready to be slowly
peeled off, like a glove from a hand. Ligaments and muscle had to
be sliced, always keeping the sharp edge of the blade away from the
pelt so as not to damage it.

The Shoshones, and most other tribes, did
not think highly of elk hides. The pelts did not endure rough use
or the elements very well, and were widely rated as inferior to
those of deer and antelope. Which was why nearly all the buckskins
worn by Indians were fashioned from the former.

Winona, though, never allowed any part of an
animal go to waste. She used elk hides mainly for robes worn only
indoors. All four members of the family owned one, but Zach rarely
used his. It was unseemly. A true warrior did not let a trifling
morning chill affect him.

Shakespeare McNair, however, owned a robe
Zach would not mind wearing. The fur was solid white and
luxuriously thick. McNair had traded a Piegan for it decades ago,
back when Piegans were still friendly to whites. The Piegan, in
turn, had obtained it from a member of a tribe rumored to live near
the top of the world. No one knew what kind of animal it came from.
Shakespeare claimed a bear, but everyone scoffed. White bears? It
was preposterous.

Zach shifted position to slice into the
abdomen. He had to dig out the innards. Then he would treat himself
to the heart, raw. The first time his father had offered him one,
he had about gagged. Now he could bite into any blood-drenched
organ without a second thought. Inserting the blade, he grasped the
hilt with both hands.

There was a metallic click to his rear, the
unmistakable sound of a gun hammer being cocked.

“Don’t move! Don’t so much
as twitch – or you’re dead!”


 


 


Three

 Zachary King was fit to be tied. He prided himself on his
woodcraft, on being able to sneak up on anyone, anywhere, anytime.
It was unthinkable that someone should do the same to him. He was a
Shoshone warrior, or would be soon enough, and warriors did not let
themselves be taken by surprise. His mind racing, he started to
ease the butcher knife from the elk’s belly, but froze when the
hard muzzle of a gun was jammed against the back of his
head.

“I said don’t move!”
warned the one who had jumped him. “I doubt you savvy English, you
mangy Indian, but this ought to make my meaning plain.”

Anger flared in Zach’s
chest, but he held it in check. It was easy to mistake him for a
Shoshone, what with the beaded buckskins his mother had made him
and the style in which he wore his long black hair. But
mangy! “If you can
understand me, raise your hands. And no tricks.”

Should he or shouldn’t he?
Zach wondered. There could be an advantage
to playing dumb. It might be easier to catch his captor off guard.
So he didn’t move.

“I guess you don’t speak
my lingo, huh? Figures.”

Out of the corner of an eye Zach saw the
youth sidle around to the left. A pistol was trained on Zach’s
temple, and knowing how jumpy whites could be, he did not so much
as lift a finger. Up close, he could see the youth was haggard and
grimy. Blue eyes studied him intently.

Louisa May Clark would never admit as much,
but she was struck by how handsome the Indian was. Neatly braided
hair and broad shoulders added to the allure. She chided herself
for admiring him when by rights she should shoot him dead. Indians
had killed her pa, hadn’t they? But this one was different; his
hair and buckskins were not the same as those who were responsible.
He might well be from a friendly tribe, for all she knew. “Take
your hands off that pigsticker.” She motioned to accent her
demand.

Zach complied.

“Hands in the air,” Lou
said, lifting her left arm to demonstrate.

Doing as he was told, Zach coiled his leg
muscles, hoping the youth would step just a little bit closer.

“Now move back.” Lou
pumped her hand, and when the Indian had done so, she yanked the
knife out of the elk and tossed it into some weeds.

Zach almost lit into the cuss then and
there. Knives did not come cheap. That one was a prized gift from a
Shoshone uncle, Touch the Clouds, who had bestowed it on him on his
last visit to his mother’s people.

Lou gnawed on her lower lip. What was she to
do? Earlier she’d heard a twig snap and glimpsed him fading into
the undergrowth. Suspecting he was part of a war party and had gone
to fetch the rest, she had given chase. But all he’d seemed
interested in was the elk. Odd, she mused, that he had spied on her
and not tried to harm her. Maybe he really was friendly. “What
tribe are you from?” she asked, even though it was pointless.

Zach branded the youth a greenhorn. Most any
white who had been in the mountains for any length of time would be
able to tell. He noticed dark bags under the youth’s eyes, and how
extraordinarily slender the youth’s hands were.

Fatigue clouded Lou’s mind. Four days had
gone by since her pa was slain, and she had hardly slept a wink in
all that time. Today, she’d made camp much sooner than was her
custom for the express purpose of finally catching up on her sleep,
but now she had a young savage on her hands. How young, exactly?
She figured he couldn’t be much older than she was, and that was
encouraging. An adult would be more difficult to manage.

Being stared at annoyed Zach. He wished the
youth would say or do something to give him some clue as to what
was in store. That he had not already been shot dead was a good
sign. He would just like to be permitted to go on with the carving.
The white boy could jump off a cliff, for all he cared.

Louisa wagged her pistol. “Move to the
horses,” she directed, nodding. When the















































































































tmp_80ef80c9cfcfea8a889279cfffe904e4_OWZZOX_html_2a1b54f9.jpg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





tmp_80ef80c9cfcfea8a889279cfffe904e4_OWZZOX_html_3fea8f25.jpg
DAVID ROBBINS
WRITING AS
DAVID THOMPSON

WILDERNESS

25: FRONTIER MAYHEM
26: BLOOD FEUD






cover.jpg
DAVID ROBBINS Writing as DAVID THOMPSON

VVlldQIHess

Double Edmon'






