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Zeb Crocker, rode solemnly along with his faithful mule Sadie in tow, he was feeling despondent and alone. He had felt much the same way after losing his first wife to illness. And now all those thoughts and feelings suddenly came flooding back. This time, however, it was different. Emily, albeit his common-law wife, was still alive and had simply gone off on her own to start her life anew, without him in it.

She had taken the Overland Stage to Tucson. She had been a schoolteacher in New Mexico before they met, and she was hopeful of finding a job now teaching in Tucson. She just couldn’t cope with living any longer in a cabin in the Arizona wilderness exposed to the ravages of harsh weather and hostile Apache Indians. But then, could he really blame her? It had only been a couple of years prior that she had been kidnapped by some hostile Apache Indians up in the Dragoons. Luckily Zeb had been out hunting that day and found her and came to her rescue.

But now worst of all, she had been brutally assaulted in their cabin by a depraved white man traveling down the Gila-River by flatboat along with two other men. It had been purely by accident they had come upon Zeb’s cabin while they were looking for a place to camp off the river for the night. This all happened while he was away tending to his beaver traps, unaware of the men’s presence. He had returned home and caught them in a vile act against his wife and he had taken retribution out on them, though he hadn’t told her exactly what that had been. He knew she could well imagine.

In his thoughts, he was reliving the trauma of it all as he rode silently along the Gila River. Being a seasoned mountain man, he was certainly resourceful enough to survive in the harsh wilderness. Although much depended on other critical factors as well, such as encountering hostile Apache Indians like the Chiricahua Apache, led by their fearful leader, Cochise, as they wreaked on white settlers in the area and along the upper Salt-river. He was cognizant of their existence and kept a sharp eye out for any sign of them.

In addition to the warring Apache, he also had to avoid contact with Mexican officials as well, since trapping was strictly prohibited in Mexico’s territory. As such, violators would be fined or even imprisoned. That alone would have been enough to contend with, but in addition, he also had to battle the rugged terrain bordering the Gila River. After many days in the saddle, he had arrived at the confluence of the Gila and San Pedro Rivers. Earlier trappers dubbed the San Pedro as the Beaver River. But sadly, the fur trade was almost nonexistent now. The fashion trend had steadily changed from beaver hats for men to silk back east and in Europe as well.

He looked at a crudely drawn map he had. It clearly showed the confluence of the Gila and San Pedro River, then just below on the map, the town of Tucson. Emily, his precious love, had taken the stagecoach there. It had been more than a year ago now. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an ivory brooch he carried. It had been bestowed to Emily by her dearly departed mother. He rubbed it lightly between his fingers. In his heart, he wanted desperately to return it to her, but he was still torn by the whole situation of her abruptly leaving him.

He shoved it back into his pocket. Chances are, he’d likely never be this close to Tucson again, but she had made her choice and he would abide by her decision whether it was right for them or not. Perhaps time would tell, but he wasn’t ready just now to forgive and forget even though it tugged at his heartstrings, compelling him to change his direction of travel and head south to Tucson to try and find her. He could change direction and ride down the San Pedro, then work his way over to Tucson.

It was getting late in the day, only a couple hours of daylight remaining. Maybe he should find a suitable place to camp for the night. A mile or two further on, he picketed his horse and Sadie in some tall grass beneath a stand of cottonwood trees along the San Pedro River. The trees with their large heart-shaped leaves would provide good shade for them. He grabbed his rifle out of his saddle scabbard and headed up river.

He was searching for something to have for his supper, when just beyond where he was standing at the river’s edge, a huge Osprey flying overhead suddenly circled and dove toward the water. In the next instant, the giant bird swooped up off the water carrying a large fish in its bill. Apparently, the bird hadn’t seen him? The giant bird swooped low over his head, carrying his prey. Zeb defensively swung his rifle, striking the bird and causing it to drop its precious bounty. The bird then veered sharply away from him and flew off, apparently uninjured. The fish landed just a few feet from where he was standing. Amazingly, he had something to cook for supper now.

He hastily returned and unsaddled his horse and removed the two large, burdensome bundles off Sadie’s back. Then, after rounding up some kindling of dried oak, he built a small fire. While it was getting hot, he went to work cleaning the large trout the Osprey had so graciously given to him. He quickly brewed a small pot of coffee. In no time at all, he was enjoying the fruits of his labor. The fish never tasted so good and the coffee was hot and strong, just like he liked it. Not as good as Emily would have cooked it for them, he thought, as he sat there eating the fish, but that was long past. He would likely never have cooked as good as she had prepared for them ever again.

By the time he finished eating and cleaned up his dishes, dusk descended upon him. He fed his horse and Sadie a small amount of grain, in addition to their grazing. Then he unrolled his bedroll, pulled off his boots and stretched his lanky frame out for some much-needed shut eye. Off in the distance, he could hear a mournful cry from a coyote. That was the last sound he heard as sleep overtook him and he settled into a restful slumber.

Come morning, he awoke with a start, something or someone had his horse worked up. His horse was pawing at the ground and snorting, seemingly agitated? He quietly slipped on his boots and took his Colt out of his holster laying alongside him. He didn’t want to be caught off guard, if the noise happened to be Indians. It wasn’t likely, since they didn’t make noise as they moved about. By now, his eyes had adjusted to the dim early morning light. He listened intently, then slowly crawled to where he had picketed his horse and mule, his eyes scanning the area for anything unusual.

It took him a few moments to find the problem and hear it. A snake had crawled to within a few feet of his horse and was probably waiting to capture some early morning sun. It had heard him moving about and now it lay coiled, prepared to strike. A diamondback rattlesnake was a nasty creature. A bite from him could even prove fatal. Zeb’s first instinct was to shoot it, but a shot could be heard for a long distance and he didn’t what to alert his presence to anyone.

He looked around him and found a sizeable rock. As quietly as he could, he picked it up and heaved it toward the snake. It struck the coiled critter, no doubt startling it as it quickly retreated into some heavy brush away from him and his horse. He breathed a sigh of relief. His horse probably did as well. With the threat gone, he gathered some kindling and built a small fire just large enough to brew himself some coffee. He would eat a little bit later. The left-over trout from last night might not have been advisable to eat. In any case, it didn’t appeal to him this early in the morning.

After drinking a couple cups of coffee and watching the sun come up, he rinsed out his coffee pot with water from his bota bag, he could refill it once he was back on the river. He packed up his coffee pot, saddled his horse and secured his two bundles of provisions back onto Sadie’s back. Then, with his bedroll tied down, he mounted up, took Sadie’s lead rope, and headed out.

The sun was shining brightly now, and it quickly warmed his weary frame after having spent the night in his bedroll lying on the cold ground of mother earth. It was typical spring weather in the Arizona high country. When he reached the river, he wasn’t alone, not too far up river, he saw several wild horses. They gave him a bit of a start, initially thinking they might have been Indian ponies. They were merely a small herd of maybe a dozen or so, that had stopped along the river to drink their fill. In no time they had regrouped and quickly galloped away, leaving him alone once again.

Zeb rode further down river. Last night he had camped rather close to the water, but just for safety’s sake tonight, he’d make his camp a little further back from the river. It was just as he and Malcom had once done on the Gila. He quickly found a spot to his liking, just a short distance from the river. It was an area that sloped upward onto to a narrow plateau over-looking the San Pedro. From there, he would be able to see anything or anyone approaching. It also offered ample shade from a stand of large oaks and tall grasses to allow his animals to graze. He was happy to have found such a suitable place to make camp, as he quickly unloaded his supplies.
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As he sat there in his campsite, he spied a rabbit nibbling on the tall grass, just a short distance away, he remembered he didn’t have anything to prepare for supper. He grabbed his pistol and quietly slipped out of camp. Now where did that furry creature run off too, he wondered? When he had only gone a couple dozen feet, he spotted him again. With one well-placed pistol shot, he finally had his supper.

He built a small fire just beyond his dwelling, far enough though to divert any smoke away from his resting place. He skewered several pieces of the skinned rabbit and dropped them over the fire to sear. He still had some left-over blackberries which would sweeten his supper. As the meat sizzled over the flame, he filled his small coffeepot with water and set it on the coals to bring it to a boil.

In no time at all, he was enjoying the fruits of his labor and sipping on a cup of steaming coffee. Not the meal he would have had when Emily shared his domain, but it filled his belly and didn’t taste half bad, he thought. After eating his fill, he poured another cup of coffee, then tamped his pipe with tobacco to enjoy a good smoke. As he sat there on a large chunk of what looked to him to be granite? He remembered his prized possession; he had lost besides Emily, that is. It was his rocking chair where many nights he had sat with his old friend Malcolm and rocked as they pondered their upcoming days of trapping.

It was a warm night for sure; he didn’t need a fire for warmth, so he poured the remains of his coffee on the fire to dampen the flame, then scooped some soil over it to ensure no sparks could escape. With that done, he pulled off his boots and settled into his bedroll for a good night’s sleep. Off in the distance, he could hear a mournful cry. At least he hoped it was only a coyote. Surprisingly, he hadn’t encountered any Indians yet, but he knew full well they were about and likely knew where he was as well.

Darkness soon enveloped his campsite and he drifted off to sleep, his last thoughts were of Emily, his common-law wife. He wondered how she was doing and if she missed him as much as he was missing her right now? Loneliness was just a way of life for a mountain man like him. But still, for the couple of years they had shared together, he’d nearly forgotten what it was like to be all alone, that is up until now anyhow.

It was sometime just before dawn breaking, that he was abruptly awakened by snarling and the gnashing of teeth. He rolled out of his bedroll and held his pistol at the ready. He crawled out of his bedroll in the dim early light. He could see several wolves prowling cautiously near where he had picketed his horse and Sadie to graze on the lush grasses nearby. He raised his gun and sighted a wolf prowling closest to his lean-to, as he squeezed off a round. The gun blasted loudly, shattering the stillness of the early morning, followed by a yelp from the mortally wounded wolf. The remainder of the pack, perhaps four wolves in all, quickly ran off.

It was still quite early; he contemplated pulling on his boots and get his gear ready for a new day. After a couple of yawns, he thought otherwise and decided maybe he could still get in another hour or two of much needed sleep. He crawled into his bedroll and in no time at all, he had fallen back asleep. When he awoke, a hint of sunlight was invading his domain. He lay there momentarily, stalling, the idea of getting up and into his daily routine. As he lay there, he could swear he was hearing drums? After several moments, he knew for certain it was drums.

He didn’t hesitate any longer now, he quickly pulled on his boots, rolled up his bedroll and ventured out into cool morning air. He stretched, then buckled on his gun belt. The drumming seemingly had stopped, were they on the move as well now, and how far away were they? The rocky canyon walls bordering the river could echo sounds from a great distance. At least he hoped that was the case. But now there was dead silence, that is until he saw a large hawk swooping down toward the river, probably hunting his breakfast as well, likely he had caught sight of a big juicy trout. He took out his Colt and ejected the spent cartridge and loaded a fresh round.

He was distracted now, listening for the sound of drums or horses, anything that might be on the move, but the air once again was filled with the sound of silence. He debated on brewing up a pot of coffee, he could sure use a cup about now, but then he caught sight of that dead wolf lying less than ten yards away and it would need to be skinned. He quickly gathered it up, dragging it along by the hind legs back near where his animals were. If those wolves had their way last night, he might have been afoot today. They would have likely killed his horse and or Sadie. That had been their intent, he was sure.

He had saved leftover pieces of the rabbit last night, so he might just as well have that with his coffee this morning as he prepared to skin the wolf. He quickly gathered some kindling and built a small fire just enough to brew his coffee. When it had started to flame up, he threw a couple of the rabbit’s legs into his small skillet and set it on the coals to warm it up a bit. Had he not made coffee, he would have probably just eaten the remaining pieces of meat cold, he had done that enough times.

When he finished eating, he got down to the business of that dead wolf. He dragged it over closer, then promptly got to work skinning it. Normally he might have salvaged some of the meat but not the organs, and being it was an overnight kill, he decided to forgo saving any meat to be eaten later in the off chance it could have been tainted after this length of time. He decided he would save the hide this time around, but not much else. When he had finished skinning the wolf, he hung the hide up in a nearby mesquite tree to dry out. The remaining carcass he dragged off a fair distance away from his campsite and then left it to be consumed by other predatory animals.

With that task completed, it was time to saddle up and get on his way. He remembered hearing those drums last night, given that he would need to be more watchful of his surroundings. The last thing he needed was a surprise attack from any Indians roaming in the area. They might have been alerted by his earlier gunfire. It was a bit chilly being it was only early April. He mounted up, took Sadie’s lead rope, and rode on down alongside the river.

He hadn’t ridden more than a mile when he caught sight of movement on a ridge just ahead. He reined his horse to a stop and gazed intently ahead at the ridge. There it was again; he saw what appeared to be four or five men on horseback. From this distance, he couldn’t quite make out if they were Indians or other mountain men? He sat motionless, not wanting to attract undue attention to himself, while keeping his eyes peeled on that ridge.

After a few tense moments, he could see it was indeed four Indians and one of them had a deer slung over the back of his horse. It was not a war party, but hunters. They slowly made their way across the ridge and before long disappeared. Zeb breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t sure if he could fight them off? Even though he was still carrying the repeating rifle his friend, Grant, at the trading post had graciously bestowed on him a while back.

After watching those four, he altered his direction of travel a bit, no point in him having a chance meeting with them again. He couldn’t tell from this distance if they were Apache warriors or not. There were other tribes along the San Pedro River Valley as well, some friendly, some not. He turned his horse and promptly skirted out around the area. Having seen that deer reminded him that he would need to find something for his next meal as well.

He rode on without seeing the four Indians again, he was thankful for that. By late afternoon he had traveled a good distance and felt he had averted any threat, at least from the four. They would likely have been concerned with getting that deer back to wherever their families were lodged. He had already returned to the river and followed along its banks. In no time, he spotted a couple of frogs near the river bank. He quickly dismounted and waded nearly knee deep into the water and one by one he grabbed two rather plump frogs. He hadn’t eaten frog in a while, they would certainly fulfill his supper needs. It was nearing sundown when he finally found a suitable spot to make camp for the night. The tall grasses along the river’s edge would satisfy his horse and mules grazing needs as well. He picketed them in the tall grass within easy reach of the river to quench their thirst.
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