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Chapter One
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Benjamin Kramer tacked the poster to the saloon’s knotty wooden wall and stepped back. The advertisement's big, bold lettering and eye-catching illustrations would surely attract notice. Customers, too, he hoped. A good turnout would please Otis Waltoon, the impresario. It would also validate the man’s decision to involve Ben in promoting the event, an effort for which Ben expected compensation.

The saloon doors creaked. For the umpteenth time, Ben thought, “Mother would say I should oil those hinges.” Mother also often said, “Find a nice girl already, you should. Get married,” but Ben hadn’t done that either. Not that he hadn’t tried. It wasn’t that his role as a saloonkeeper was objectionable. It was a perfectly acceptable occupation. True, the patrons sometimes got noisy and boisterous, and fights broke out, occasionally accompanied by gunfire. And yes, some of the encounters that took place here were shameful, sinful, some would say. Still, the Hip Deep saloon served not just as a tavern but as a community center. The signs decorating its walls informed residents about bounties on wanted outlaws, announced touring artists and political candidates, and publicized ordinances. Businessmen and politicians conducted meetings in the saloon. Locals held birthday, anniversary, and bachelor parties here. The saloon was a venue for performances by local and visiting entertainers. Travelers passing through shared news and information about distant places.

No, Ben’s position as saloonkeeper wasn’t the problem. His attempts at courtship fizzled not long after the girl in question met Mother.

Ben hastened to the bar in anticipation of filling an order for the new arrival. He avoided glancing in the huge mirror lining the wall behind the liquor bottles. He knew what it would show him: a man whose creased forehead and the crow's feet around brown eyes belied his youth. Trim hair and beard framed a complexion pale from many hours spent indoors. A permanent smile welcomed customers, new and old, though he remained ever alert for trouble.

Ben expected the creaking doors to be followed by the clank of spurs and the thump of heavy footfalls on the plank floor. When he heard neither, he looked up.

The approaching individual was not a Hip Deep resident. Over the years, Hip Deep had grown from an outpost to a settlement. Ben still knew everyone, and this new arrival was unfamiliar. Dirt soiled the stranger’s clothes and also what could be seen of a face shadowed by a wide-brimmed leather hat. Not a businessman, his sturdy denim trousers and jacket were suited for rough travel. Nor was he a dueling gunslinger. No six-shooters hung from his hips, and he wore heavy work gloves that would impede a trigger finger. Compact in height and slight in build, he could be a prospector or a scout. The regulars gave him a passing glance, then returned to their card game.

“Welcome to Hip Deep, sir,” Ben said as the stranger stepped up to the bar. The smell of dust and a trace of sweat mingled with the saloon's atmosphere of leather, beer, booze, and body odors.

“Sarsaparilla,” came the hoarse reply.

“Sarsaparilla? You look like you could use something stronger.”

With a throat-clearing cough, the stranger said, “Sarsaparilla. And make it a double.”

The pitch of the voice was the first clue that the stranger was not a he but a she. That was confirmed when she lifted her head, revealing a woman’s face. High cheekbones and a sturdy jaw supported skin that was dusty and tanned from exposure. Her hazel-eyed gaze was forthright. She nudged her hat back further on her head with a forearm, revealing a swatch of clean forehead. The hat slid to her back on stampede strings, and strands of blonde hair escaped the bandana.

Ben uncapped a bottle and set it on the bar. He was about to offer a drinking glass, but the stranger gulped the beverage as soon as Ben served it. “Ah,” she said with a deep sigh. “I needed that.”

“Ben Kramer, at your service. And did I welcome you to Hip Deep?” He set out a second bottle.

“You did.” The stranger pulled off a glove and held out her right hand. “Gilda Lachs is my name. Trapping’s my game,” she said.

Ben shook the hand, which, though small, provided a firm grip.

“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Lachs.”

“Miss.”

Even more pleased, Ben thought. “Trapping? You trap beaver?” Quite a few in the fur trade passed through Hip Deep. Rough individuals they were. European traders competed for the best price for their markets, members of various Indian tribes vied to be suppliers, and unlicensed independent dealers cut deals whenever they could.

She shook her head.

“Deer?” Europeans valued deerskin as much as or even more than beaver pelts, and Hip Deep’s tannery did a brisk business. Surely this slim woman didn’t bring down such a big animal.

Taking a stool and folding her arms on the bar, she gave him a sheepish smile. “Raccoons, mostly. Also wild dogs, feral cats, possums, mice, and rats.”

Ben narrowed his eyes. “There’s a market for rat skins?”

Gilda Lachs chuckled. “No, rats are pests, as are mice and the other critters that I trap. To help my father. He’s the new foreman at The Ranch.”

Ah, a recent resident. That explained why Ben didn’t know her.

Many ranches called the area around Hip Deep home, but only one needed no other name. The residence of the Marroys, Hip Deep’s founding family, The Ranch was so large as to be practically a settlement in itself.

“You trap them? Why not simply shoot them?” Ben recalled boyhood days when he and his pals aimed at rodents with peashooters, then graduated to rifles and pistols against bigger targets. “They're a nuisance. They get into places where they don’t belong and spoil dried meats and stored grain and fabrics, ruin gardens, and raid chicken coops.”

“Shoot them? Is that a good use of costly ammunition?”

“Maybe not. How about setting out poison?”

Gilda Lachs's face flushed, and her lips pressed into a tight white line. “Poison them? And what do you suppose happens to them? You think they simply fade away?” She illustrated the question with a snap of her fingers.

Ben shrugged. “You never do see dead rats lying around.”

“That's because they crawl off to die, a painful, horrifying death. And then an owl or a hawk spies what appears to be a good source of food and makes off with it. And ingests it, and then the owl is also poisoned. Do you also want to kill owls?”

“Well, I—”

“It’s not the animals' fault that we keep building our homes where theirs used to be. Is it right to cause them such misery?” She shook her head. “I trap them and move them to wooded areas where they can’t damage any of the ranch’s property.”

Wooded areas. Surely not Mount Gofrbye. Everyone in Hip Deep knew it was home to the supernatural. Being unfamiliar with the area, maybe this Gilda Lachs was unaware of the danger. “That sounds fair, I guess.”

“Damn right.” She slapped the bar with her palm.

The swear word from the little lady caught Ben by surprise. Plenty of strong language bounced off the saloon’s walls regularly, none, however, uttered by any of the female clientele.

“The raccoons especially,” Gilda Lachs continued. “They are such handsome critters, but they are wily. They’ve outwitted just about every barrier my father has put up to keep them at bay. They climb under or over or around it, and if that doesn’t work, they’ll gnaw through it. They’re impressive little rascals, I’ll give them that. I’m good at trapping them, though.” Gilda drained her second drink and said, “Well, I had best be going. What do I owe you?”

“Will you be back?”

“I expect so.”

“I can run you a tab if you want, and you can settle up at the end of the week.”

“Why, thank you, that’s very kind.” She slipped from the stool and strode toward the door, turning to wave as she exited.

Ben couldn’t help but notice how nicely she filled out her denim trousers.
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Chapter Two
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Gilda jangled the reins, urging the draft horse ahead. “Just a little farther,” she said, as much to her passengers as to Milkwood. The raccoons riding behind her in the buckboard protested throughout the entire journey. That she fed and watered them before starting the trip didn’t stop them from restlessly rattling the bars of their cages and growling. 

If only she spoke Raccoon, or they spoke English. Then Gilda could understand their grumbles, and she could reassure them. “Soon you’ll be in your new home,” she said, hoping her gentle tone, if not her words, would console them. “I promise you’ll like it much better than The Ranch’s grain silo.”

She relished being on her own out here. The birds chirping and the grass swishing and the maples, oaks, and beech leaves sighing in the soft breeze provided a soothing respite from the bellowing, bustling, and bickering of The Ranch. Pine, spruce, herbs, and wildflowers scented the air more sweetly than The Ranch’s pungent odor of cattle, horses, leather, tobacco, and hay. In the daylight, it was easy to dismiss the locals’ whispers about the dangerous unearthly beings that inhabited Mount Gofrbye’s forested foothills and timbered slopes.

Up ahead, a copse beckoned. The thicket would make a fine den. The surrounding foliage offered abundant nuts and seeds, insects and slugs, and the soft ground suggested a nearby source of water. The raccoons wouldn't be tempted to return to the populated areas of The Ranch. Even if they were, they’d be unlikely to undertake a long trek across open range where they’d risk being prey to larger animals.

Gilda secured the horse and cart and unloaded the cages. She had worked with the blacksmith to craft spring-loaded traps that would capture animals without hurting them, small ones for rodents and larger ones for bigger animals like raccoons.

“Why not just shoot them?” Jonas Hornbean had asked, and Gilda gave him the same explanation that she had given to that barkeep at the saloon.

He shook his head in disbelief. Gilda preferred not to exploit her association with The Ranch. However, in some cases, it was conducive, as was her offer of compensation.

Stepping behind a trap, she stretched forward to unlatch the door. A raccoon darted out and, without a backward glance, dashed into the shadows.

Gilda released the rest of the animals and turned for home. She threaded her way around the trees, looking for the trail that would take her back to The Ranch. She had set out at first light this morning and now regretted that she hadn’t packed herself something to eat or at least a jug of water. Her search for a suitable location to release the animals had taken her deeper into the woods than planned.

At last, she spied something of a path and coaxed Milkwood onto it. He dragged his feet, all four of them. If only she spoke Horse, or he spoke English, she could urge him to go faster. She realized conversation wasn't needed. Without words, he made it clear the long day's travel had tired him, too.

In the distance to the right, she spied a glade and slowed Milkwood's pace. She didn’t recall any such clearing. She must have taken the wrong trail.

Set in the clearing was a solitary structure, a log cabin. “Perhaps the people there can tell us where we are in relation to The Ranch. And maybe they would also be gracious enough to give us a little water,” Gilda mused. She steered Milkwood toward it.

Barely more than a hut, the little building was taller than it was wide, with hand-cut shingles atop the pitched roof, one narrow mullioned window, and a board-and-batten door. The rail fence hemming in a meager garden looked more decorative than functional. The house lacked anything like a corral, barn, or outhouse. Gilda wondered where the residents ... did their business? Not the woods, surely.

Gilda tied Milkwood to a scrawny tree. “I won't be long,” she said. Milkwood blinked as if in acknowledgment. He lowered his head to munch the grass growing at its base.

“Hello,” she called, approaching the house. “Anyone home?”

No one came from around the back, nor did anyone come to the door. 

She stretched forward to peek into the dusty window. Enough sunlight penetrated the film to show her a single room. Beds lined each of three walls. A table with three straight-back chairs sat in the room’s center, and three rockers faced the wood stove. She saw no occupants

Maybe the residents were away, although nothing suggested that they had a horse or even a donkey. Foot travel wouldn’t take them far.

She tapped gently on the window. “Hello. Anyone home?” she asked and again got no reply.

Gilda stepped around to the door and knocked. Before she could call out again, the door inched open. “Hello, anyone home?” she asked a third time, and crossed the threshold.

Somehow, it felt larger inside than it appeared from the outside. Tidy enough, it nevertheless smelled musky. Perhaps the residents kept pets, although Gilda didn’t see any sign of a cat or dog, no food or water bowls on the floor.

No one came to greet her. It was so quiet she would have assumed the place deserted except someone had been here, and recently. Three bowls sat on the table, positioned in front of the three chairs. The bowls contained what appeared to be oatmeal. It was as though a food had been prepared and served, yet something had called the diners away mid-meal.

Gilda’s stomach growled. Maybe they wouldn’t mind if she had a bite. She’d be happy to reimburse them for it. Gilda dipped up a spoonful and brought it to her lips. The steam told her that it would be too hot to eat. That the dish hadn't cooled suggested the diners had departed recently. She returned the cereal to the bowl.

Curious and still hungry, she scooped up some from the bowl next to it. She sampled it and found it was cold, gluey, and inedible. In for a penny, in for a pound, she decided, and tried the third bowl. The cereal’s temperature was warm enough to be satisfying and cool enough that she wolfed down the entire serving before her guilty conscience could stop her.

She glanced at the rockers facing the stove. She must have been hungrier than she realized and thus lightheaded because the chairs appeared to rock, beckoning her to sit. Perhaps a draft from the open door moved them. 

The three chairs were in graduated sizes. She sat in the largest one, and when she found that her feet didn’t reach the floor, she rocked herself out of it. The smallest chair lay on its side, one leg cracked. She lowered herself into the medium one, already chastising herself for eating the cereal. She would compensate the owners for it. 

Right after she took a short nap. She was overcome with irresistible sleepiness, which she attributed to the warm oatmeal on an empty stomach and the day's exertions.

Gilda glanced at the beds pushed against the wall. One was only a couple of feet long, clearly too small for her. Another was big enough to accommodate the tallest man she knew and then some; she'd be lost in it. The third bed, however, looked just right for a few minutes of shut-eye.

***
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“Someone’s eaten my porridge.”

The guttural cry startled Gilda out of deep slumber. She sat up in time to hear another voice, not quite as gruff. “I think I know who. There’s someone sleeping in my bed.”

Struggling to her feet, Gilda came face to face with two bears standing upright on their back legs. Bears? She rubbed her eyes. The people looked like bears, with their hefty size and shaggy brown hair. Absurd as it sounded, Gilda found herself unable to decide if the curt speaker was a man who resembled a bear or a bear that talked. Of course, that was impossible, although he was as tall as a bear, larger than even the biggest hands at The Ranch. The open neck of his flannel shirt revealed chest hair thick as a fur coat. Small, round, hairy ears topped his head. Whiskers covered all of his face except his deep brown eyes. His nose ended in wide dark nostrils and was so prominent as to be more like a snout. 

The other individual wore a pinafore over a chemise and a bonnet and was not quite as large.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Gilda said. “I was nearby working. I got up so early this morning, I hadn’t eaten, and I got hungry.” Her explanation of why she had called upon their house tumbled out. “I didn’t mean to intrude, but the door was open. I hoped to ask for something to eat or drink, for directions home to The Ranch.” She hung her head. “I ate your porridge.”

“So you just helped yourself,” the big bruiser growled. He spoke perfectly understandable English, so he clearly was not an actual bear. Gilda chided herself for her initial imaginings. Talking bears; it was the sort of thing people in Hip Deep believed bewitched Mount Gofrbye.

“Oh, it was just one bowl of oatmeal, dear,” said the smaller person. Her gentle voice put Gilda in mind of a grandmother. Strands of coarse hair hung below her ruffled bonnet and veiled most of a face that was almost as whiskered as her companion’s. That wasn’t so unusual; older women often had peach-fuzz on their upper lip and along their jaw. Her chemise’s long sleeves covered her arms, and cloth gloves her broad hands. “Surely we can spare it for a needy traveler.”

“I’ll pay for it, I promise,” Gilda said. “Truly, I didn’t mean any harm. I don’t know what got into me. I don’t normally break into people’s homes and steal things. I’ll make it up to you.”

“Hmph,” said the man, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

“You said you were working nearby,” said the woman. “What do you do, dear?”

“I trap ... uh, animals.” Gilda described her animal relocations and her efforts in escorting raccoons to a new home.

“You trap and release them? You don’t kill them?” the woman asked.

“That’s correct. It would be wrong to kill them, wouldn’t it? It’s not like they do what they do because they’re evil. They’re only looking for food and shelter, like—”

“Like you did,” said the man.

Gilda had to admit she had intruded on their home just as the raccoons intruded on The Ranch.

The couple exchanged glances.

“What do you think, dear?” the woman asked.

“I don’t know,” replied the man. “She’s slight. She’s a woman.”

The woman frowned. “And you think females are somehow inadequate?”

“No, that’s not at all what I meant.”

“Oh, I think she’ll do,” said the woman. “I like her. I think she can do it. She looks very capable. Her heart is in the right place. And we need help.”

The man fixed Gilda with narrowed beady eyes. His scowl softened, and he said, “Yes, maybe you’re right. Maybe she can help.” He brought a dining chair over closer to the stove. “Sit,” he said. Gilda perched on the edge of the chair. Her hosts settled into the mid-sized and big rockers.

The man leaned forward. He planted gloved hands wider than Gilda’s head on his knees, and his chair creaked as he tilted forward. “We want you to rescue our baby,” he said.

At his side, the woman lowered her head and sniffled. She raised her chin, and her round brown eyes glistened with tears. “He’s been kidnapped.”

“No,” Gilda said, aghast.

“I had just put breakfast on the table when they stormed in. Men from The Ranch. Our baby and his father were sitting by the stove. They snatched Baby right out of his chair.” She glanced at the overturned and broken rocker. “We gave chase but—”

“We had to retreat,” the man said, casting his eyes downward.

“There’s no shame in that, dear. They had shotguns. We were unarmed.”

“But ... but why?” Gilda asked. She looked around at the humble cabin and its occupants and saw not a hint of wealth. “What could they possibly ask for in ransom?”

“There will be no ransom. They mean to keep him.”

Gilda shook her head. She felt ill. “As a ranch hand? As a slave?” While that wasn’t unheard of, to her knowledge, The Ranch had no such indentured labor, nor did it need any.

“Not as a laborer. As an entertainer. They intend to train him. To be a dancing bear,” the man said, his voice and eyes hardened with anger.

“Like an actor, in a costume? Like a clown?”

“Why no, dear. He won’t need a costume because he is a bear. A baby, and small, it’s true, but—”

Whatever else the woman said faded into a buzz as Gilda grew faint. A b-b-b-bear? Then these two were, in fact, bears? Talking bears? Gilda tried to wrap her mind around the fact that she sat in a cabin with two talking bears, neither of whom seemed bent on attacking her. Doubtless, she was befuddled from a long work day, thirst, and hunger. After she'd had something to eat and rested, she'd laugh at herself for her vivid fancying.

She had heard murmurings about vocalizings emenating from Mount Gofrbye: grunts, growls, keening, disturbing utterances from strangely-endowed animals. However, no one ever reported engaging in complete conversations.

Perhaps the two were both mad and believed themselves to be bears. They might yet turn on her. She should play along until she was well away. Gilda rose from her chair and edged toward the door.

“For the circus that’s coming to town,” said the mama.

Gilda recalled a poster she saw at the Hip Deep saloon advertising a coming event. She hadn’t paid much attention to it at the time and now struggled to remember the details.

“He might just as well be a slave,” said the papa. “They’ll starve him, beat him until he’s so broken he’ll do anything they want. Then they’ll put him on display and charge for his performances.”

The mama cried, “He’s just a baby. He can’t put up much of a fight. He’s helpless against a band of men with whips and chains.”

Human or animal, the papa’s despair and the mama’s tears seemed real enough. Gilda paused, caught up in their plight. A dancing bear. Gilda knew of such a thing. Somewhat popular in Europe, it was not common in these parts. She’d never given a thought to how such acts came about. “No one at The Ranch would do such a thing.” Feeling oddly defensive, she frowned. “How do you know they were from The Ranch?”

The papa glared back. “We’ve seen them around, working the cattle.”

“That’s where you come in,” said the mama.

“Me? How can I help?”

“You said you live there.”

“We want you to find Baby and free him so that he can return to us.”

“But I ... you said they were armed.” The kidnappers sounded like rustlers to Gilda, men who raided smaller ranchers’ cattle to provide breeding stock, or of that ilk. Her father would have nothing to do with goods that he suspected had been stolen, but cattle rustling was a frequent business practice. “Those men can be dangerous, deadly if crossed.” She took another step toward the door.

“You have to help us,” the mama said.

The big man glowered. “You ate our food.”

Gilda bit her lip. “I did. I promised I’d pay for it.” She had some spare change in her pocket.

As if he heard her thoughts, the papa bear said, “We don’t need your money. We need your help.”

“What can I do against such men?”

“We will aid you, give you Bear Medicine,” said the papa.

The mama nodded.

Bear Medicine. It sounded like something the native people would use. Possibly, The Ranch's owner would be aware of it. Ursus Marroy's fascination with bears was widely known. Intrigued, Gilda stopped at the door.

“The bear will be your spirit guide,” the papa said. “When you need to be strong, Bear Spirit will give you courage. When you need power, Bear Spirit will protect you. Bear Spirit is also compassion, but you already have that. You told us of how you care about animals and want to live in harmony with them.” The papa looked at the mama and nodded. 

She stood, crossed to a cupboard, and removed an item. She returned, stretched out her hand, and opened her palm. What she held looked like a piece of ivory or bone clamped in a silver setting and hung from a leather lacing. “It’s Baby’s,” she said. “A milk tooth. It will be your totem. Use it to remind you of Bear Spirit when you need it. It will help you to draw on your inner strength, to demand respect, to speak up for what’s right. And you know that this isn’t right.”

“No, it’s not right,” Gilda shuddered at the torment that Baby faced. “How could I possibly help? I can't confront ranch hands, armed ones at that.” She patted her hips. “I don't have any weapons.”

“We're not asking you to square off against them,” the papa said.

“Only to release Baby from captivity.”

Gilda bit her lip. “I suspect they have him continually under guard
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