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Chapter 1
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Zeb Crocker, was a mountain of a man, towering over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a muscular build. He wore a short beard and mustache. His ruggedly handsome face was offset by a head of thick dark hair. He was born into this life as Zebadiah, his name meaning the ‘Gift of God’ born to parents Ira and Elizabeth Crocker in Marysville, Ohio in the year 1826. His father Ira was a wagon maker, his mother a homemaker.

By the age of eighteen Zeb decided he wanted more adventure in his life. In the early spring of 1844, he shook his father’s hand and kissed his dear mother goodbye. She was quite heartbroken seeing him go off on his own at this young age. His father understood his yearning to become his own man and wasn’t about to deny him the opportunity to seek his own way. 

Zeb packed up his meager belongings, saddled his horse and set forth on his own, ready to explore and experience all that the new frontier had to offer. Life would be hard and he knew it. He would need to toughen up and quickly, his mere survival would depend on it.

For the next few years, he ventured westward into the new frontier, doing a host of things to survive. He worked as a surveyor’s helper for a land company, selling parcels of farm land to settlers coming west. After that, for a period of about three years, he was a scout for the U.S. Army, where he learned to speak and sign in several native tongues. After his stint with the army, he became a guide taking settlers by wagon train across the new frontier. By the mid 1850’s, he had wandered on to California, like so many thousands of men before him, was lured to a place called Sutters’ Mill. Once there, he got caught up in the mighty California gold rush. He joined in the frenzy of other men hoping to strike it rich.

During that time, he met and partnered up with another gold seeker named Malcolm Talbot. He was a big burly Scotsman with a perpetual smile, who spoke with a thick Scottish brogue. He had shoulder length, red hair, and beard to match. Both men were in their early thirties. ‘Malc’ as Zeb called him, shared his passion and zeal for exploring new ventures too. Both men had an overwhelming desire to explore all new possibilities. With little more than their horses and the clothes on their backs, they rode southwest into Arizona territory which was considered part of Mexico.

They rode into the town of Tombstone, a bustling town full of miners, outlaws, gamblers, and prostitutes. Unfortunately, they found little excitement to do there aside from drinking and gambling away what little money they had saved. During their stay in Tombstone, they met up with a couple of men. Their names were Jay Tonkin and Sam Beckworth. They were true mountain men who had just come into town from eastern Arizona and the nearby Dragoon-mountain range. It was twenty-five miles of rugged granite-based mountain.  The two mountain men had spent several seasons there, trapping and trading beaver pelts along the Gila-River.

However, there was another problem trapping beaver in Arizona, aside from the obvious hostile Apache Indians. Arizona was still considered to be part of Mexico and as such, fur trappers had to make an illegal entry, because the Mexican officials would not grant licenses to Americans to trap there. Zeb and Malcolm were forewarned to watch out for the Mexican authorities, it could mean harsh fines or even imprisonment. Still the lure of making money trapping intrigued the two would-be adventurers. In addition, to beaver, they were told they could also hunt deer, elk, and bear whose hides were also in demand and selling quite well.

With Jay and Sam’s guidance, they geared up and even purchased a couple mules now to carry all their gear. Then the four men rode east into the Dragoon Mountains, where the Gila River flowed vibrant and beaver were said to be plentiful. They also had rather moderate weather too, not as bad as other areas in Arizona or the brutal cold and heavy snow like the Colorado Rockies. So, what did they really have to lose? Well, for one thing, their hair or maybe their lives? The Dragoons being the home to Cochise renowned, Apache leader of the hostile Chiricahua Apache Indians.

The Apache had been reeking-havoc, on white settlers moving into the area to farm. The newcomers liked it here and were determined to stay. They had and abundance of water from the Gila River and rich fertile soil to grow their crops. Sadly, they had encroached on the Indians territory and simply were not welcome. They often found themselves under frequent attacks from the Chiricahua Apache.  The Apache were some of the fiercest fighters of all the Indian tribes. The Indians were not about to give up their land without a fight to the influx of white intruders.

After arriving in the Dragoons, Jay and Sam showed them the ropes, so to speak. They taught them all they could about trapping beaver, where and how to set their traps after baiting them with castor, an oil taken from the beaver’s glands. After several weeks of arduous training, Jay and Sam bid them farewell, saying they would see them at the next trappers rendezvous a meeting held at a trading post and Overland stage stop a few miles to the north. This was where fur buyers from the east would come and buy their plews and skins. With that, the two seasoned trappers headed off to trap in an area further down the mountain range, it was perhaps twenty miles distant.

A few weeks went by quickly. They soon realized they needed better shelter from the elements. They went to work building a lean to, on the rock face north of the mountainside on a high ridge overlooking the Gila-river below. They built the shelter large enough to accommodate the two of them and their gear. At least it would provide some shelter from the harsh winter weather that would soon come. They also constructed a small rail corral for their horses and the two pack mules which by now they had affectionately named Sadie and Beau.

Their new home was about a quarter mile up a steep hill from the river. It was surrounded by tall quaking aspens, a willowy colorful tree and leaves changing color with the season and thrived quite well in the cold climate. Pine and oaks grew abundantly in the high country. The oaks were covered in distinctive white bark with heart shaped leaves. They fluttered noisily in the mountain winds. There was a myriad of other thick foliage as well which helped to hide their small habitat from any nosey trappers or Apache Indians that might be roaming in the area.

As the months passed slowly by, so did the cold snowy winter, albeit light snowfall perhaps only a few inches. By now both men were beginning to love this area and its abundance of beaver and other wild life, deer, elk, mountain goats, and even big brown bears or Grizzlys, as they were commonly known.

The two men decided, why move about, just stay in this location which they were so familiar with by now and continue to trap and hunt. With that decision to stay in the area, what they needed was a larger more livable abode to store their provisions and pelts in. Building a cabin, would provide them added room for storing their pelts and hides and certainly better protection from any inclement weather albeit hot or cold.

Another plus was every few months, they could conveniently meet for rendezvous at the Martens Trading Post just a few short miles to the north. They could even opt to trade with the Martens in addition to the fur company agents who would come to procure their plews and any other hides they had. The plews were currently in high demand, used for the manufacture of men’s hats and other articles of clothing. It provided what they needed to buy or trade for supplies to live on. That was of course if the Apache, didn’t take their spoils and maybe their lives as well.

As the weather improved, they started to build their cabin and a small shelter for their horses, and mules. They cut trees and cleared the land, an arduous task. The two mules would pull the cut logs up to the building site adjacent to their lean-to. The building went on for several months, then finally they moved into the cabin. Inside the cabin they built a couple beds and a table with benches to sit on. At the trading post, they traded hides for a couple chairs. Zeb’s rocking chair became his prized possession. They built more pieces of furniture as time went on, but the cabin small as it was, couldn’t hold much. They made a root cellar out back to store their edibles.

To say the least, it had been a real challenge building the cabin given what meager tools they had. Worse yet, they had to keep a constant vigil for hostile Apache. Until now, they had been lucky and had only a couple encounters with Apache and usually the Indians were hunting parties or just a small number. They had been able to ward off any encounters. Luckily, as it happened, they had always been trapping farther down river and didn’t reveal the whereabouts of their cabin.

One day in early spring, Zeb was busy at the cabin tanning pelts while Malcolm was out baiting his traps. When he returned, he told Zeb, “Come with me,” he said. I got something to show you.” 

Zeb couldn’t imagine what it might be. He followed him down to the river. There on the river bank hidden in a thick growth of mesquite was a dugout canoe the Apache, called them scouts. “I saw an Apache brave hiding it and thought shucks, we could sure put it to good use. Why build one, when this one is right here for us.” 

“Won’t he come looking for it? It being so close to our cabin?” Zeb asked. “

Nah! I don’t reckon he’ll be needing it now.” Malcolm said. “My guess is the blue coats will get blamed, for the missing Indian.” 

Zeb just shook his head. Then the two of them hoisted it up and carried it back up to their cabin.  There was a U.S. Cavalry regiment stationed at Fort Brasher a few miles distant, they made frequent patrols along the river. The army was doing their best to protect the influx of white settlers steadily moving into the area to live and farm. Two weeks quickly passed and there had been no signs of any Apache or of any cavalry patrol. Meanwhile Zeb and Malcolm had put the canoe to good use. It gave them an easier access with the heavily populated beaver up and down the river.

He and Malc had many traps that needed to be checked often, with each having ten of them. Today in the essence of time, they decided to work separately. By early afternoon, Zeb still had nearly half his traps yet to bait and set. He wondered how well Malc was doing working on his own? As he worked steadily, he thought to himself, hard to believe we have already been trapping here for more than two years now. My how time had gone by so quickly.
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Zeb’s thoughts were momentarily interrupted when he heard his horse whinny, it sounded a bit disturbed. That was unusual for his big bay mare Roxy, to carry on like she was. He thought the horse had maybe seen or heard Malcolm coming up the river? Better him than some Apache. Zeb came back away from the river’s edge and approached his horse; he had tethered it just a short distance away to graze in the tall grasses on the river’s edge. Surprisingly, he didn’t see Malcolm or anything amiss. He was still feeling a bit uneasy. He turned and headed back toward the river to see if he could see Malcolm.

Suddenly he spied the problem, and a big problem it was. Lurking nearly hidden in the tall grass not far from his horse was the biggest mountain lion or cougar. The cat was more than six feet long. It was slowly creeping close to his horse. He suddenly realized he had been careless, leaving his Hawken rifle hanging over on his saddle horn. He had to do something and dang quick. In the next few moments, that cougar was likely to spring his attack on his horse and maybe even confront him afterwards?

He slowly moved toward his horse trying to reach his rifle in time. But the big cat was eyeing him as well. He knew he wasn’t going to reach it in time to avoid an attack. His, only option now, pull his Bowie knife he carried on his belt. Suddenly the big cat leapt through the air. Zeb lunged forward, but the force of the huge cat knocked him off balance and he tumbled to the ground. He scrambled to his feet and engaged in a life-or-death battle with that big cougar. With all the strength he could muster, he thrust his knife into its neck. He thrust it again a second time, it seemed liked the cat was going to be unstoppable?

He felt powerful jaws clamp down on his forearm. he grabbed the cat about the neck with a strangle grip, his other hand thrust the knife repeatedly into the big cat’s belly. He could feel a warm trickle of blood running down his arm into his shirt sleeve and he was getting a bit woozy as searing pain shot up his arm into his brain. He fought to remain conscious from the ferocious bite. Man, and beast were locked in a battle for precious life. Where the heck was Malcolm? He could have used his help about now.

After what seemed like an eternity, the big cats head lolled to the side, he could see the whites of the cat’s eyes rolled back in his head and his body went limp a top of him. With all the remaining strength that he could muster, he pushed the lion’s heavy body off him and struggled to his feet. He sheathed his knife, then went down to the water’s edge and soaked his arm in the cold water, then emersed his head in the cool water too. It momentarily relieved the pain in his arm and revived his senses. Somehow, he managed to get to his horse and climbed into the saddle and rode back to the cabin. He would have to collect his pelts and the dead cat’s carcass later.

At the cabin he unsaddled his horse, grabbed his rifle, and stumbled weakly inside. In the kitchen he made a plaster using some wild herbs, he had previously stored for medicinal purposes to aid in the healing. He stripped off his bloody shirt and tore a towel into strips and bound the plaster directly to the wound on his arm. It looked rather gruesome and it was red and swollen now. He was feeling a bit feverish as well. He didn’t know which was worse, fighting off Indians or the bears and cougars and other dangerous wildlife that roamed freely in the area.

A doctor at one of the mining camps in California, had given him some laudanum tablets awhile back to ease the pain from a wrist sprain. He had kept them and not taken them all. Now it seemed like as good a time as ever. He swallowed a couple of them and drank a few sips of water, then laid down on his bed to rest a bit. Rest he did, in no time at all he was sound asleep. When he awakened the sun had already set. He had slept the whole afternoon, but at least he felt a bit better now. He brewed a pot of coffee and ate some biscuits and venison left over from their supper the previous night. Still, he saw no sign of Malcolm and that worried him too.

After he had eaten, he went out and tended to his horse and mule. By the time they had been fed and watered dusk had settled over the cabin. He still felt tired, so he crawled back into bed and slept through the night. Come morning, he arose early, washed up a bit, he had been too tired the night before after tussling with that big cougar. The bite on his arm didn’t help matters none either.

After washing up some and donning a clean shirt, he didn’t feel too bad. He ate some fruit and had a cup of coffee and called it good. He still needed to get down to the river and collect his pelts and try and locate the whereabouts of his partner. He had been gone the whole night, that wasn’t like him going off somewhere on his own and not telling him. Then there was the cougar, he still needed to collect the hide before any other creatures had, that is if they hadn’t already?

He saddled up then harnessed Sadie and headed down to the river. It was still early, the sun was already warming his backside, it was going to be another hot day. What they needed now was a good rain, but that wasn’t likely to happen. He gathered several of his beaver pelts from the river, then went in search of the cougar, but it was nowhere to be found. He did find traces of his blood where the attack happened, but no cougar. That could only mean one thing, someone beat him to it. That someone was likely Apache, they had likely taken it?

The question remained, had they been watching him on the river and seen his battle with the big cat? It was a possibility. He rode further up river a short distance, to see if he could locate the whereabouts of his partner. After about a mile or so, his arm was beginning to cause him some pain. He decided to head on back to the cabin, he had left his laudanum tablets behind and he could sure use one about now.

He was just about to give up his search and turn around, when he caught a glimpse of something just ahead at the river’s edge. He rode just a short piece ahead, then seeing something he dismounted and cautiously walked over to examine it. Boots, he’d seen those boots many times before, it was Malcolm’s boots. Only his legs and feet were exposed on the river bank. His upper body was partially submerged beneath the surface of the murky water.

With all the strength he could muster, he pulled the body out of the water. Sadly, it was his best friend Malcolm nearly unrecognizable now. He had been brutally attacked and not by a cougar. Gone was his shoulder length rede hair and his once bright green eyes had been savagely cut out, hopefully only after his death Zeb prayed. Could this have been their retaliation on Malc for the Indian and taking his canoe? The Indians had also taken his rifle, his horse and Beau his beloved mule, but at least he would no longer be missing either of them now.

Those merciless heathens however many, had lived up to their reputation for being ruthless and sadistic killers. Zeb had suffered a painful bite from the cougar, which they had likely taken away. Nothing could compare with what lay before him on the river bank. He hoisted Malcolm’s body onto Sadie’s back. He would give his friend a proper burial somewhere near their cabin. It was the best he could offer him now.

He rode solemnly back to the cabin. His arm was beginning to hurt some now, but he was a bit hesitant to take a laudanum tablet for the pain. He needed to have all his senses about him should those thieving murdering Indians decided to come calling. As he dug the grave it momentarily took his mind off his own pain. He wrapped Malcolm’s body in a deer hide and lowered him gently into his final resting place. Zeb had never been a religious man, but he did faithfully read passages from his bible every night. And now was no exception. He carried his bible out to the grave site and read two passages. The first was from Isaiah 41:10, followed by Psalm 23.
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