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A Grizzly Revenged


 


Mayle Stone, a young fur trapper, lives with Izusa, a Cherokee woman whom he received as ‘payment’ for a wolfskin from a Cherokee brave. During a visit to Fort St Vrain for supplies, Izusa comes to the attention of an outlaw, Jon Rudyman, who plans to kill the trapper and take the woman. The plan has flaws, however, and Stone survives, but Izusa disappears.


Hence, Stone is out for revenge. But also looking for Rudyman is bounty hunter Rey Heston. It’s a race to see who will track down Rudyman first.
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Chapter One


 


A young boy stood in the doorway and watched as his pa took his gun and placed it in his mouth. No mean feat as the longrifle wasn’t a gun to play with – yet here was a man determined to say goodbye to life. On the table stood a quarter of a bottle of rot-gut whiskey, the rest, the boy assumed, was in his father.


‘Don’t do it, Pa,’ he said.


Kirk Stone, paused, lowered the gun and stared in his direction.


‘Sorry, son. My dreams are all about tuckered out.’ He looked at the piece of rock next to the whiskey bottle. For a brief moment it sparkled as an indifferent shaft of sunlight lit it up. Then it turned to a grey rock again.


His son pointed to the rock. ‘You’ve made it, Pa. You’ve found gold.’


Kirk Stone laughed. ‘You know what this is?’ The question was rhetorical; he didn’t wait for an answer. ‘It’s Pyrite. Or Fool’s Gold. I found me this piece and went to get it weighed. You know what, Mayle? They damn near laughed me out of the Assay Office.’


Those were his final words.


 


Much later, after his ma’s hysterics, after the lawman had visited to make sure there’d been no foul play and promised to say it was an accident, and after Pa’s friends took the body to the carpenter, who made plenty of money from coffins and burials, it was time for Mayle Stone to get a bucket and a rag. Slowly, he cleared up the blood and the fragments of brains from the walls and floor. Every time he paused to rinse and wring the cloth, he cursed his pa for not having the good manners to go into the woods or mountains and save his son a whole heap of work.


Ma tried to explain Pa’s demise to her nippers. ‘He found living out West too hard.’


‘Ain’t taking your own life a sin, Ma?’


‘You were always too sharp for your own good, Mayle,’ Ma said, as she cuffed his ear. ‘We all got to say it was an accident, remember?’


Twelve lots of heads nodded in unison. ‘Of course, he’ll have to explain the reason to the man in the sky.’


She smiled but Mayle knew she was angry because before the other nippers found out, she’d cursed loudly, to him as well as his pa.


‘I hope he gets sent straight to the devil for leaving me alone with all these mouths to feed.’


 


Mayle Stone rushed home to tell Ma the news as soon as possible. As he retraced his steps, he reflected on his life – he’d lived at Pike’s Peak for quite a few years. The dream his pa had believed would make them millionaires hadn’t materialized. However, Mayle’s friends from the Cherokee camp had told him about a new gold strike near the South Platte River. He was privy to this information because his great great grandmother on his mother’s side had been a Cherokee.


He didn’t find Ma but the new pa, Bert Turner, who sat in the chair nearest the fire, greeted Mayle’s news with scorn.


‘Tol’ you to keep away from those Injuns,’ he said. Mayle knew well enough not to mention that Ma was one-eighth Cherokee and had a good dollop of their blood, because that kind of remark didn’t go down well. ‘I’ll find the gold here. It’s just sitting waiting for me. Just ’cause your ol’ pa was a loser, don’t mean I can’t succeed.’


Mayle mumbled, bit at his lip and then looked down at the floor. Pa Turner’s face went puce.


‘What did you say?’


‘I didn’t say anything,’ Mayle said. However, he couldn’t resist adding, ‘I thought you’re too lazy to do anything but I didn’t say it.’


Bert moved out of the chair with a speed not consistent with such a large man. Mayle moved fast, but not fast enough.


Mayle Stone left home soon after that.


Looking back, he couldn’t blame Pa Turner entirely because Stone knew his resentment showed through in everything he said and did. He told Ma she’d found someone before his pa’s chair was cold. That comment and his unfriendliness to Turner had made it too difficult to stay with his family. He knew, realistically, in the western settlements where women were scarce, it had been unlikely that his ma would be single for long.


In retrospect, the new pa was OK but at almost fourteen years, Mayle reckoned he was old enough to leave – and that two men vying for status in a household was like two women in a kitchen: one was bound to get upset. The final push to branch out on his own was when Pa Turner said, ‘If you get to thinking you got some power in this house, try ordering my dog around. He knows who is master.’


The pit bull terrier snarled, drool pooled around its mouth and dripped on to the floor.


‘Yeah, you’re the master here, Pa Turner,’ Stone agreed.


When he left, he took the only thing his pa had left behind – the longrifle. The gun that had deprived his pa of a head was in a box under Ma’s bed so Stone helped himself. No one wanted it. Light in weight, the longrifle had many attributes; it was graceful – and as his pa had demonstrated – fatally precise. Stone reckoned he’d aim it the other way and not risk the same ‘accident’ that had occurred to Kirk Stone.


He took no victuals. There was no surplus food, ever, in their home. He aimed to survive off the land. He’d worked out that squirrels and rabbits were easy enough to trap. The bigger game would wait until he’d found a place to stay for more than a few days. And the surplus skins he could trade for ammunition – shot and gunpowder.


‘Ain’t you ’fraid of the Injuns?’


His younger brother, ten-year-old Levee, had watched his preparations to leave.


‘Nah! Don’t forget we all got a bit of Cherokee blood. You remember those times we hunted with White Pony and Fast Runner? They showed us sign language. That’ll help persuade those Injuns not to scalp me!’


‘You ain’t big enough to leave us,’ Levee complained. ‘Pa used to say you’re so thin you could take a bath in a shotgun barrel.’


He started to laugh as he rubbed Levee’s head and tousled his hair. Levee pulled away. ‘I ain’t a child,’ he grumbled.


‘That’s true. You’ll soon be full grown.’ He knelt down to be eye to eye to him. ‘Don’t worry about me, little ’un.’ The laughter sounded hollow as he added, ‘Keep outta Pa Turner’s way and leave home as soon as you can.’


 


The weather was kind to him and allowed him to travel fast. He didn’t have to hole up for weeks and slow his journey down – within months he was halfway up the trail to the South Platte River.


However, the unseasonably warm weather brought a problem he hadn’t expected. Too late he recalled his old pa’s words. ‘Warm temperatures disturb an animal’s hibernation but a warm winter spell doesn’t guarantee food will be available for the hungry creatures.’


He felt goose bumps on his neck. He wasn’t cold – it was the sound of the growling animal that had alerted him to danger. His normal defence for bear encounters was to avoid them. At any time of year, a bear could be an ornery creature but to find one awake when it should be asleep was bad news.


Stone could see the creature, which was far too near to him, as it stood upright at about seven foot six inches. He guessed its weight at 600 pounds. It was a young male or a female bear – he couldn’t tell – but whatever it was, it looked decidedly grumpy. Stone guessed it to be a grizzly. It had a pronounced shoulder hump and very large claws.


His first instinct was to back away, slowly, keeping an eye on it and be ready for anything the bear might do. He scanned the vista for a tree high enough to scale but the only ones he saw would be ideal for the grizzly to chase after him. Unless of course he could make it up at least sixty feet up the tree and get there much faster than the bear.


Memories of his pa’s advice popped into his head. ‘Fall to cover the belly, protect yer head and neck with yer hands and then spread the elbows and legs so the grizzly can’t flip yer over. An’ lie perfectly still.’


‘And then what’ll happen?’


‘Might chew you up a bit, but it’ll get tired and go away if it don’t think you’re a threat.’


‘And what if it likes the taste of you and keeps chawin’, Pa?’


His answer had been, ‘Then get up and fight. Either way, you’re a goner. I think it’s better to go out fighting.’


Wryly, Stone wished his pa had followed his own advice a year ago. Then perhaps now he wouldn’t be facing a grizzly. He didn’t like the idea of being snacked on but now, as he looked at the grizzly, he knew running away to be the lesser evil. He didn’t want to get chewed and spat out.


Stone’s gaze followed the creature as he edged back. It was then he felt fear. According to his pa, fear didn’t kick in until later and then he’d air his paunch and suffer the trots for days afterwards!


However, he wasn’t afraid for himself. The grizzly hadn’t noticed him – he was eyeing up something else. A woman. A Cherokee Indian woman.


Stone took his longrifle, always prepped and ready to fire, and started to move towards the bear. He shouted at the woman, ‘Get down. Lie on the ground.’ He signed and hoped she’d understand because he couldn’t do anymore to help.


At the new sounds the bear dropped to all fours. It popped its jaws, swatted the ground with its front paws and blew and snorted air from its nostrils. Stone couldn’t recall whether this meant it was about to attack or if it was bluffing.


‘Let’s not have a fight, Mr Grizzly.’ He stared it straight in the eyes to let it know he wasn’t fooling. He stamped his feet. ‘I don’t want to hurt you.’


Stone hoped the look on his face said ‘I’m gonna kill you’ and not ‘go away, please’. It was then the grizzly decided to attack. Unfortunately the bear seemed to have guessed at the latter, not the former interpretation of Stone’s facial movements and again it stood up and the forest echoed with an almighty roar.


Although Mayle Stone was a good height for a youth, he felt the shadow of the grizzly blot out the daylight as it towered above him.


Stone continued to shout. He had no intention of allowing the bear to win without a fight.


‘Aim for the face – mouth, eyes and nose,’ a voice in Stone’s head encouraged him. At that moment, all Stone could see was the grizzly’s face. He ran forward, pointed his longrifle and pulled the trigger.


Then it all went black.









Chapter Two


 


Sharka had wandered far away from the Cherokee village in her search for herbs and plants. She wasn’t a medicine woman but began to learn about medicine when her daughter, Izusa, was so strangely born. She’d learned how to treat common illnesses rather than ask for help and bring any attention to the child.


They’d come upon the grizzly bear as they’d roamed the woods on the slopes of the mountains. Sharka hadn’t expected to meet up with a creature that should’ve been in hibernation. The bear had evidently woken early and now was hungry and definitely in a bad mood.


She knew that she shouldn’t run – the grizzly would merely give chase and it could move faster than the wind. Yet what else was there to do other than stand here and wait to be eaten? Slowly, as the bear looked around and roared, she edged back and forced Izusa to crawl into the undergrowth.


‘Don’t move,’ she ordered her child. ‘Stay until the bear goes away.’


Izusa cried. It was the sound of mewing – more like a kitten than a child.


‘Shush . . . shush,’ Sharka whispered. She pushed the child, made her crawl even further into the undergrowth, and prayed to the spirits that they’d protect her daughter.


Then it seemed her prayers were answered.


A young man ran towards the bear.


He screamed and waved his arms wildly. Then he turned his head and started to shout at her. She understood his words.


‘Get down. Protect your head with your arms. Play dead.’


Sharka nodded and then shouted towards Izusa again. ‘Don’t move. Don’t come out until the bear has gone.’


Then, as the man had ordered, she lay, head covered, her feet anchored into the ground. She turned her head slightly to watch the fight between the man and bear.


The man ran into the centre of the bear as if it was a cave – then she heard the sound of a rifle shot. She saw the bear collapse with the man underneath.


Then there was nothing but silence.


After it had been at least an hour since the last roar of the bear, she crawled into the undergrowth to join her daughter.


 


Later, when Stone opened his eyes, he spat the fur and blood from his mouth. The shot had found its mark and now, when he tried to move, he found that he was under the bear. The grizzly held him in a deadly embrace and for a while, all he could do was take its warmth until he had enough energy to wriggle his way out.


Fortunately, as he fell, he’d rolled to avoid the full weight of the bear. As he crawled out, he looked around for the young woman. There was no sign of anyone else.


‘Let’s hope there weren’t two grizzly bears,’ Stone said. He looked down at the fallen creature. ‘Although I don’t think you’re pack animals like wolves or bison.’


Stone pushed the grizzly on to its back.


The beast was heavy. It wasn’t easy or quick. Finally he eased it over with ropes secured to its right front and rear paws, wedged his packsack under its back and pulled. It acted as a fulcrum and pitched the bear over.


‘Now you’re dead, I best make use of you,’ he said.


He took a long, sharp boning knife and made an incision from its neck to right between its lower legs and then two more incisions from paw to paw.


‘Like skinning a rabbit, only bigger.’ He chortled as he swiped at a couple of flies interested in what he was up to. ‘Best hurry though, don’t want anything bigger to come and see what I’m up to.’


Though he was quick, Stone took a couple of hours to get the fat and flesh from the hide. The most difficult thing to do was to cut around the pads of the feet to the edge of the hairline. In the end, he cut off the feet and pulled the claws to make a necklace later.


As he’d shot the grizzly through the mouth, there wasn’t much of the head to preserve. He cut then pulled the fur from its face and over the back of its head.


He held it up to admire. The fur would make a good cover at night for the winter. He sprinkled all the salt he had, only a couple of pounds, over the inside of the skin, rolled it and placed it in a bag taken from his back pack.


Stone left all but a few sizeable chunks of red meat behind and continued on his journey.


‘Those wolves and coyotes gonna have a party,’ he said. ‘They’ll soon clear up this fat, and gristle, and innards.’


He’d placed a good pile of meat in another sack, and hoisted it up a tree. He had a feeling that the woman was watching him. He hoped she’d have the sense to retrieve the meat.


 


Two pairs of large eyes followed the actions of Mayle Stone.


At first Sharka had believed the man to be dead. She held her daughter Izusa close to her and prayed that he’d killed the grizzly bear before the creature crashed down and crushed him. It had certainly surprised her to see the man crawl from underneath the grizzly. As he stood and looked around, she saw he was little more than a youth. Tall, certainly, but had yet to build the muscular bulk of a man.


The young odd child now looked at her mother in askance. The child was much older than people surmised. Izusa was as bright as a diamond and nine years old.


After they watched the man skin the grizzly, take the fur and some of the rich red meat with him, Sharka and Izusa returned to the Cherokee village.


 


Sharka’s saviour became a legend.


She led her partner, Big Heart, and a few other braves, back to the spot of the bear fight. However, the scraps of bear left on the ground had been taken and predators had even licked the grass of blood. Then she pointed to the rope in the tree which when pulled lowered a considerable amount of meat for them.


‘I do think he left it for us,’ Sharka said.


‘Maybe,’ Big Heart replied. ‘If he was coming back for it, well, it was ill-prepared.’


‘He didn’t look a coyote,’ Sharka said. ‘He was only young but if not for him, I and my daughter would be dead. I think it’s a present.’


‘Then the gods will look after him,’ Big Heart said. ‘And tonight we’ll have a feast in his honour. We shall name the young man Grizzly Bear.’









Chapter Three


 


Mayle Stone’s gaze caught sight of a magnificent white wolf in the distance. The creature, one of the most despised and feared, howled.


‘You lost your pack, wolfie?’ Stone murmured. ‘Too bad for you, but good for me.’


He’d already decided the fur would make a good deal of money. He got off his horse and tucked its reins under a large stone. Stone patted its hide as the animal’s lips and muzzle gathered food that would’ve torn a man’s mouth to shreds. He left it to graze on the wild grass and then picked up a small, white, soft down feather fallen from the breast of a bird. He held it up and watched as it floated down. It drifted over to the left side and it decided his approach to the wolf. He didn’t want the beast to get a scent of him. Stone was now an experienced hunter, who’d lived off the land for many years.


When he was near enough to see the individual hairs of its topcoat, he lifted his longrifle, aimed, and fired. One flat crack of a rifle shot and the wolf was down. Stone grinned – his ma always said he could shoot a nut out of a squirrel’s teeth at a hundred paces and never muss his whiskers – and this fine beast was an easier target than a squirrel.


He walked over to the wolf and then cursed. In his haste to get the fur he’d missed an obvious fact. It was a female with swollen teats on its underbelly. Cubs would be around somewhere, waiting for their mama to return. He reckoned he ought to follow its tracks and find the cubs otherwise they’d die within hours. Either the cold weather would freeze them in their den or hunger would finish them off.


And why waste such soft pelts?


Stone had little time to reflect on the situation because he heard the zip of an arrow. He looked down and saw it had pierced the ground between his feet. An angry snarling Indian jumped out of nowhere, it seemed to Stone, and confronted him.


‘Pale Face, that is my wolf.’


There’d been no noise as the Indian touched the ground. Stone moved his gun slowly towards the man but kept the barrel low. In his belt he had a knife, which he believed better for hand-to-hand combat than any gun.


‘You ought to shout out, to warn a fella,’ Stone complained. ‘You could get yourself killed with those damn moccasin feet.’


Stone returned the Indian’s stare but kept his expression bland. This was a Cherokee. He knew the Cherokee Indians didn’t hunt wolves because they believed their wolf brothers would hunt them down to exact revenge for the slain beast. The wolf was revered, however, so the kudos a wolfskin would bring was immeasurable.


Whether the Indian was speaking the truth or not, to call him a liar could only have one consequence – it would result in the death of one or the other of them. Mayle Stone had made his home in the mountains and knew every nook and cranny, every animal and every Indian band that lived there. However, he believed the young man’s assumptions couldn’t go unchallenged. The only way to live together was for everyone to respect each other and to just hand over the wolf hide to this young brave, wouldn’t earn it.


‘I don’t see where your arrow has made a mark in its hide.’ He pointed over to the small neat hole in the wolf’s head. ‘Looks like a bullet to me.’


The youngster’s expression changed. His frown deepened. Stone was convinced he knew he was in the wrong but the eyes were fixed with the look of pure green envy.


‘I was after a deer,’ he explained. ‘It was the noise you made which caused him to fly away.’


The explanation had a ring of truth. He was not stalking the wolf, his quarry was the deer. However the situation was, as Stone read it, the youngster wanted the valued fur in compensation. He also knew a rebellious young brave when he saw one. On his belt, tied around his breechcloth, hung several scalps. One of which looked as if the blood had only recently dried and Stone imagined that if you popped the clots, viscous red blood would emerge. A large knife, used frequently, Stone guessed, also decorated the Indian’s attire.


As he took in this picture, Stone felt the young brave’s searing gaze. His knowledge of hot-headed braves had taught him to take it slow and easy and not return any perceived hostility. He refrained from any quick movements and although he kept his gun barrel pointed downwards, he didn’t let it go. Stone knew he had to manage things so it didn’t escalate from an awkward situation into a minor war. He rubbed at his beard and considered the matter. A white fur was valuable, but so was his life. True, he could kill the youngster but he’d have to explain the death to his brothers. He wanted to continue to live here in the same peaceful manner as before. He bent forward, slowly, pulled the arrow from the ground and handed it back.


‘We could do a deal that benefits us both,’ Stone said. The brave visibly relaxed. Stone held up his hand in a friendly gesture. ‘I’m Mayle Stone. I am honoured to have Cherokee blood in my veins.’


‘I’ve heard of you. We call you Grizzly Bear.’


Stone nodded to acknowledge the compliment. The story of his fight with a grumpy grizzly bear had travelled far and wide over the last six years. Now he considered the tale to be grossly exaggerated. In retrospect, the bear barely out of hibernation had been an easy kill.


‘Thank you,’ he replied.


‘I am Lightfoot of the Cherokees,’ he said. ‘You killed the wolf, Grizzly Bear, keep it.’


He spoke the words as if he’d given Mayle Stone a present. Stone accepted graciously but then returned the compliment.


‘I’d like to offer it to you,’ he said. ‘If you’d fired the arrow before my shot startled the deer, you would have killed your prey.’


Lightfoot smiled like the youngster he was, about thirteen summers, but then remembered his rank.


‘I accept,’ he said. ‘Now I owe you and I will send a present to your home.’ He bent down, picked up the wolf and slung it over his shoulders as if it were a mere bag of feathers, not an eighty-pound animal.


Mayle Stone watched him go. He was indeed light-footed – as before, his steps made no sound on the mountain pathway.


It felt as if an ethereal moment had touched him as the figure disappeared from view to be replaced by swirls of morning mist. Then Stone suddenly became aware of the noises, birds and animals, in the pine forest and returned to reality and the other job he had to do.
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