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The Western Ohio Frontier, 1799

THINGS WERE NOT AS they seemed. It appeared as if black storm clouds were boiling up over the horizon, spilling into the valley like floodwaters breaching a dike. The storm almost looked alive, as if it had a mind of its own. Faster and faster, the clouds surged forward as I, Cole Seavey, watched resolutely from my stony perch at the opposite end of the valley

But as I watched, I saw that those were not black clouds racing toward me; they were passenger pigeons, huge flocks being blown violently through the firmament. Their numbers were staggering — masses beyond counting.

The clouds were not the only thing to be other than they seemed. To those who did not know me well — and none did: I made sure of that — I also appeared to be something I wasn’t. For I was other than the dutiful son and devoted fiancé I had long feigned to be. But beyond the unflappable man nicknamed Cold-Blooded Cole, who was I exactly? I honestly wasn’t sure. Maybe that nickname truly summed up all that was important about me.

The wind propelling the birds and thrashing the trees suddenly struck me with all its fury. The very air seemed to explode. I flung an arm up to protect myself as dirt, dried leaves, seed husks — anything that could be swept up by the tempest — whipped all about me in a mad frenzy.

The storm had caught me at an unfortunate moment. I stood high on a treeless ridge overlooking the long, narrow valley into which I was about to descend. Luck wasn’t entirely against me, though. An ancient forest of oak, hemlock, and poplar lay a half-mile from where I stood. Beneath their protective boughs, I knew I would find shelter from any storm, no matter how fierce.

Downward I plunged over the scree-strewn hillside. Rotten, fractured rock slid about under my feet, slick as melting ice. The last thing I needed so deep into this desolate frontier was to wrench an ankle, especially since I traveled unaccompanied by man or horse. Therefore I obliged myself to move with more caution. The shriek of the wind grew louder, and a branch the breadth of my thigh smashed into a nearby boulder. Wrenched ankle be damned; I broke into an all-out run.

I was nearly to the forest when something peculiar off to the left caught my eye. I thought it to be a girl sitting on the ground, as if pausing to rest while out on an afternoon’s stroll.

I slid to a halt, nearly losing my balance. Certain I was mistaken, I shielded my eyes and peered closer. Blond hair whipped about her head, obscuring her face, but it was a girl all right. Despite the bitter cold, she wore naught but a red dress that clung to her as if wet, though no rain fell from the dark sky. I hurried to her side, mystified as to how she had come to be in such a remote place. 

The girl leaned against a large boulder that afforded her little shelter from the howling wind. Her eyes were closed and her head hung limply to the side as if she were asleep — not that such a thing seemed possible in this raging maelstrom. She was perhaps twelve or thirteen, and her bare feet were so dirty and rough-looking that it was possible to believe they had never graced the inside of shoe or moccasin.

I wondered why she had not sought the refuge of the forest that lay so close at hand.

“Miss?” I shouted, drawing nearer, but no answer was returned. This close, I saw I was wrong about the color of her dress. It wasn’t red, at least not originally. It was white. All of the blood soaked into the material had misled me as to its true color.

From years of hunting, I was well acquainted with the gore that accompanied a violent death. Too, I had seen the bloody outcome of many drunken insults settled with musket, stiletto, and fisticuffs. Yet none of that prepared me for the violence that had been done in the killing of this girl. Her dress was rent in a half-dozen places, as was the flesh beneath. Indeed, her left leg had been brutally slashed from hip to knee. Beyond doubt, she had died a terrible death.

She took a breath, startling me. Somehow she was not dead after all. I leaned my musket against a boulder, knelt down next to her, and pushed the tangled hair from her face. Her gaze was frighteningly distant as if she already saw the gates of heaven opening for her. She would die if I didn’t act fast, and probably would no matter what I did. 

Another falling branch plummeted down, splintering to pieces far too close by. I knew I had to get her to shelter.

But first I had to stop the bleeding from her thigh. I whipped off my belt — a fine, beaded item I had acquired in trade from an old Cherokee. I slipped the belt under her leg, pulled it high, and then cinched it as tightly as I could. Blood stopped flowing almost immediately, though she had lost so much already, I could scarcely believe more yet coursed through her veins.

Above the shrieking gusts of the windstorm, I heard the sound of groaning. For a moment, I thought it was the girl, then realized it was the sound of the forest straining to remain upright in the gale. My musket blew over, landing hard. I wanted to have it back in my hand, to double-check the charge was yet secure, the firing pan aligned. But I sensed no other threat and thought tending the girl most urgent. I threw my pack to the ground, rummaging through it for cloth to staunch her other wounds. 

Given how grievously she was injured, it was hard to believe how ferociously she suddenly gripped my arm.

My eyes went to hers and in them I saw pure terror. But her eyes weren’t on mine. They were locked on something beyond me. Very slowly, I turned until I could see over my shoulder. Fifteen feet away crouched a catamount in the shadow of the forest. My approach must have momentarily frightened the big cat away from its victim, but now it had returned, fearing I intended to cheat it of its meal. The beast was not mistaken.

It was moments like this that had earned me the nickname Cold-Blooded Cole. Staring back at the cougar, my pulse did not quicken, my hands did not shake. Some said it was not bravery that kept me so composed, but dimwittedness. I don’t know why I was not afraid at such times, but as far back as I could remember, I never had been.

Perhaps to be afraid, one must have something he fears losing.

The big cat’s eyes narrowed to slits, its tail snapping back and forth like a banner mounted upon a windy parapet. It bared its teeth, almost certainly hissing at me, only to have the sound swept away by the storm.

I stood and yelled — all that was normally needed to frighten away one of these lethal, if cowardly animals. 

This cat didn’t back off. It was easy to see why. The normally sleek creature was gaunt, plainly starving, so much so that its ribs were outlined beneath its skin. No wonder it had attacked the girl and now refused to give ground, even in this terrible storm. It needed to eat or it would die.

And I needed my musket or I might die. I was a fine shot; all I required was one opportunity.

But the animal hurled itself at me before I could act. I barely had time to fling up my arm to block its charge before we tumbled backward. I slammed onto my back, skidding over crumbling rock. The panther landed on my chest, its breath rank as it snarled, its razor-sharp teeth barely missing my flesh. As hard as I could, I kicked at its underbelly, but not before its claws raked my thigh, drawing blood. 

We separated for a moment, but the enraged animal instantly charged again. There was no time to think as I fended off the cat’s huge, powerful paws, blow after blow. At last its claws caught me across the face and my skin sang with pain. Furious, I struck out blindly with my fist. I felt the satisfying “crunch” of my fist landing on the animal’s sensitive snout. The cat yowled as it slunk back. But it still didn’t leave.

Injured, I sank to one knee, the wind continuing to howl all the while. Grit continuously scored my face and my watering eyes burned fiercely. The ground shuddered as a nearby tree crashed to the earth. A second followed moments later, and I glanced over as it bounced off the ground. 

Instinct warned me to glance up in time to see the cat launch itself at me in another brazen attack. I threw myself to the ground as the beast passed inches above me. I scrambled upright, mopping blood and sweat from my eyes. The air was a whirlwind of dust and dirt as I searched desperately for wherever the cat had landed.

That was when I saw it.

Not the cat. The cat was gone. Where it should have landed was a thing — a monster, a devil out of the bowels of hell. 

Or at least that was what I thought I saw. My eyes were so blurry that it was hard to be certain exactly what I beheld.

I had a vague impression of something huge. Seven, eight, maybe nine feet tall it stood. It was two-legged, but had an enormous head that was a ghastly shade of black. A wicked looking set of antlers jutted up from the head, the tips scraping evilly at the sky. Feathers covered its arms, and where the hands should have been were huge paws studded with cruel looking claws. Even from where I stood the monster reeked, as if left dead for days beneath a blazing sun. 

No wonder the cat had fled. 

As if things weren’t bizarre enough already, I thought I heard my name.

“Seavey,” the wind whispered. “Seavey.”

“Gerard?” I said, barely able to trust my ears. “Is that you?” Gerard was my brother, my only living family, and the one person out here who could possibly know my name. But I was days from the frontier settlement where he dwelled. Nor had he known I was coming, and therefore it was unlikely we were meeting by happy coincidence. 

It couldn’t be him; it had to be the wind, my ears playing tricks on me.

The monster stepped toward me, its arms outstretched, and I realized there was another explanation: that foul creature could be uttering my name. Why, I didn’t want to guess. I only wanted to get away. 

Trying to locate my musket, I staggered back toward the forest as another tree toppled. I feared getting too close to the woods and being crushed, yet I had no choice but to seek refuge amongst those swaying trunks.

But first I had to get the girl.

A figure emerged from the woods twenty rods distant to my left. My heart leapt with hope that it was Gerard after all, but the figure’s face was hidden by the brim of his hat. Struggling against the blowing wind, he yelled what sounded like, “Stop, damn you!”

I wasn’t sure if he meant me or the monster, but neither of us obeyed. The man swung his musket up, taking aim at the creature. The percussive bang of exploding gunpowder rose momentarily above the wind, but the shot went wide. The musket ball shattered uselessly against a rocky outcropping. 

The monster turned from me, charging the man as he attempted to reload. Immediately, I knew he was in trouble. I was handy with firearms; nothing felt as natural in my hand as my musket. But despite my years of experience, even I couldn’t reload in much under a minute; this fellow didn’t look anywhere near as fast as I. The monster would have him long before he could get off another shot.

Intending to help, I started toward him, but the crack of another tree falling seized my attention. The report was as loud as a cannon, and I spun about in time to see a huge oak plunging toward me. I tried to dodge the tree, but there was no escape. Its limbs rushed at me like a bristling wall of soldier’s bayonets. 

I suspected I was about to die in a most unpleasant way.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


UPON SUDDENLY AWAKENING, I sat up, striking my head against stone in reward for my haste.

“God’s balls!” I cursed, rubbing my temple. Then I realized I yet lived, and felt bad for taking the Lord’s name in vain, especially since I had miraculously been delivered from sure death.

I was grateful to be alive, but where in damnation was I? Looking about, all I saw was a darkness as black as pitch.

“Hello,” I called, my voice echoing faintly as if I were in a stone chamber. No one responded.

Directly beneath me lay a pile of something hard, uneven, and very uncomfortable. Gingerly, I fumbled about in the dark trying to determine what they might be. The answer was bones. Human ones, I suspected, judging from the size and shapes — skulls, forearms, ribs, and all the rest that remained when a body has been stripped of the flesh that had once enlivened it.

I cast my mind back, trying to remember how I had come to be here. I recalled naught after the tree had nearly crushed me, and even what transpired before was a jumble of fragments: the wind, the girl, the monster.

I felt certain that whatever had befallen now me had much to do with that hideous being. I surmised I had been captured like prey, then brought here to be devoured. Judging from the skeletons beneath me, I suspected I wasn’t the first. If nothing else, I only hoped I had spared the girl from sharing my fate. I wondered if either she or the stranger with the musket were here. I called out again, but no one answered. I presumed I was on my own.

Between the windstorm, the blood in my eyes, and the general chaos, I had not a clear picture of the monster. What I did recollect most clearly was the size and the rankness of the thing, as if it had died, yet somehow still walked. I doubted I would ever forget that smell. Nor was it hard to imagine it killing me, stripping the flesh from my body, then gnawing the bones — unless I acted first.

I shivered from the cold, then forced my battered body to slowly rise, being careful not to hit my head a second time. I also took care not to fall as the unsteady mound of bones shifted about beneath me. 

My feet soon found solid ground and I paused, assessing the extent of my injuries. My face was stiff with dried blood, while my body was just plain stiff. My left leg ached where the cougar had slashed me, but at least my other limbs still worked, if not without obstreperous complaint. Nonetheless, I doubted I could run more than a rod even with that monster breathing down my neck.

I wondered how long I might have before the creature came for me. Time enough, I hoped, to form some plan, as I wasn’t one to passively accept my fate.

I pulled my bearskin coat tight — a futile attempt to stave off the cold. The coat was poorly made, though the fault lay with me and my feeble sewing skills — sewing being one of the few talents I had never managed to master. The sleeves and collar, poorly attached in the first place, were desperately in need of mending. So much so that cold air steadily leaked in as I stood there. Not that a little chill air was going to stop me from escaping.

I shuffled forward some distance when at last I glimpsed light up ahead. Dizzy, I placed one hand against a wall cold and rough to the touch. I realized this place was a cave, though with the dead all around me, it felt more like a catacomb. My foot inadvertently kicked a skull, which clattered hollowly as it rolled across the floor. 

Wondering how many unfortunate souls lay here, I felt as if I were trapped in one of those grim German folk tales parents told to frighten their children: the sort of story where ogres ate children, and beasties of every terrible sort lurked in the woods. Such tales seemed to be most eagerly embraced by those who thought life to be wretched — all futility and despair, lessons and morals taught at the end of a hickory switch. I had always looked upon them with disdain, but in light of my own looming fate, I wondered if perhaps those folks had not understood life better than I.

Not that I had given up hope. I intended at least to try to fashion an escape. Some sort of protection — a weapon — was necessary before I ventured outside. Bending down unsteadily, I grabbed the first thing I touched: the thigh bone from a rather large man. How just it would be, I thought, to brain the monster using a piece of one of its victims. 

I felt a breeze from the direction of the light. Carefully, I moved toward it, feeling my way by touch. After several minutes, I came to the opening — a tall, narrow slot in the rock and I stepped out into the light.

The sky was rough and raw, like skin scrubbed with soap too heavy with lye. The deep and biting cold made my eyes water. It seemed impossibly cold for December, though I knew not the vagaries of weather on the western Ohio frontier; perhaps winter here arrived earlier and harsher than back in Virginia. 

The sun hung halfway between noon and sunset, its light weak and watery. Even so, it took several moments for my eyes to adjust to the brightness. Once they had, I gazed out upon a huge, frozen lake extending in either direction as far as I could see. In fact, this had to be one of the great inland seas of which I had heard so much talk. It truly was enormous, as seemingly vast and endless as the sky itself. 

I had spent my whole life in the wilderness, as far from civilization as a fellow could be. Or so I had thought. Now that I had ventured into these ancient western swaths where dark, forbidding forests loomed over the world, I understood that I had never seen true wilderness until these past few weeks.

I looked behind me, searching for the valley where I'd been knocked unconscious. I spied no sign of it, which meant the monster had carried me quite some distance from there.

A raven floated down from the sky, a splash of black against a sea of white. The sight of that bird in this desolate place heartened me, for the raven was a powerful, crafty creature and had long acted as my talisman. When in doubt over some matter, I looked to the cunning creature for signs of encouragement, hints of how to proceed, clues to the future.

Its presence wasn’t all comfort and gladness, however, for ravens bore ill tidings as well as good. Only those willing to see the world as it was, unvarnished without false hope and easy promises, took the raven as their talisman.

I felt about in my pockets for the raven feather I carried at all times. To my dismay it was gone; I feared that an ill omen indeed.

The glossy, black bird landed nearby, cocking a yellow eye at me. I watched it warily, if hopefully, for if it greeted me with one or two calls, it was a favorable thing, but three meant it smelled death hovering close at hand.

Quork, quork, it croaked, then seemed to pause as if trying to make up its mind. I watched it intently, waiting for a third utterance. The bird studied me a moment more, before finally turning and hopping a short way over the ice. I nodded with satisfaction, for the raven had apparently come to give me encouragement and not to prophesy my early demise. Given my desperate situation, I would gladly take any encouragement I could get.

My eyes flicked about, seeking any hint of the monster. So far it was only me and the raven. With any luck, it would remain thus. It was funny how much of my life had been spent hoping for that very thing, for I was most certainly a loner at heart.

An empty, windswept beach spread outward from the cave mouth. The lake lay in front of me, blocking the way north. The way behind was obstructed by a hillside too steep for a man to ascend, even one like myself who, as a child, had been nicknamed Goat. And to the east stood a rocky headland. If I hadn’t felt as weak as watered-down brandy, I surely would have been able to scale it. In my present condition, however, the only chance for escape was to go west along the shore where the way was flat.

It was from that very direction the monster staggered into view, bellowing and clawing at its head as if in a terrible rage. Startled by the beast’s abrupt appearance, the raven beat its wings, lifting into the air with a cry of caw! caw!

The fiend stopped clawing its head as we both watched the raven soar higher and higher. When the raven was gone, the abomination slowly turned toward me.

The whole world seemed empty except for the beast and myself. I even forgot the stinging cold. Perhaps fifteen rods stood between us. This was farther than the first time I had seen it, but at least now I could see. With the flat lake behind it, the obscene creature seemed to loom even larger than before. Arms at its sides, it stood there watching me, whatever pain it had suffered troubling it no longer. 

The monster looked patched together, as if made from different beasts — the way a gryphon is part eagle, part lion. Perhaps this was a new kind of gryphon, one heretofore undiscovered, part man, part bird, part bear, and part something I’d never even imagined existing. I did not revel in the opportunity to be the one to have made such an abominable discovery.

Or perhaps it was something worse, something not of this world: something evil. A monster vomited out from the pits of Abaddon itself.

On the whole, I was not one given to believing in such things — I prided myself on being rational — but this creature was unlike any I had ever seen. Satan’s work was writ in its every feature, and I felt as if I were looking at evil made incarnate. 

When the monster began hurrying toward me, such musings became entirely superfluous. All that mattered was escaping. I spun about, hobbling back to the cave which proffered my only chance to hide. I plunged into the darkness, scrambling over the bones of my predecessors. I worked my way deep inside, wareful of cracking my skull against the stony ceiling.

As I pushed farther into the dark, another breeze washed over my face. I nearly ignored it before realizing it might come from a second way out. Quickly, but methodically, I ran my hands over the wall, searching for the breach whence the breeze flowed. Even if I found it, I knew it might only be a small thing, a fissure perhaps, carved by a runnel of water occasionally flowing from above. 

But it could be more.

The opening turned out to be level with my chin, a little bit wider than the width of my shoulders. How far back it went, I didn’t know, and didn’t have time to find out. What meager light entered from the mouth of the cave abruptly vanished, blocked out by the beast. The creature stormed forward, was nearly to me when it stopped, mere steps away. I froze, and swore I could hear it sniffing the air, though it was hard to believe it could smell anything over its own stench of decay.

The monster lunged, the bones on the ground cracking loudly beneath its enormous feet. I crouched lower, pressing myself against the clammy dirt floor. I listened to the creature’s claws rasping across stone as it searched relentlessly for me. My fingers brushed the cool surface of one of the skulls. As quietly as possible I picked it up, then heaved it into the dark. Bone clattered against stone, and the monster went quiet.

A long moment passed, then it crashed its way to where the skull had landed. With a vigor that belied my condition, I sprang to my feet and jumped for the opening. My fingers clawed for a handhold while my moccasins scrabbled for purchase against the cave wall. Finally, I hauled myself up.

Straightway the tunnel narrowed, and I was soon compelled to proceed by wriggling forward on my stomach. At least I knew the enormous creature couldn’t follow after me. But before I had covered more than a yard, I was yanked backward. The monster had seized me by the bottom of my bearskin coat! 

Again and again, it made a horrible guttural sound as it pulled me toward it. I had to get free of my coat before it was too late, but the tunnel was so narrow that it was almost impossible to move my arms. I shifted about until I lay on my back, repeatedly kicking at the monster’s paws. I kept writhing about, changing the angle from which my feet lashed out. My hands grasped at the sides of the tunnel, but there was nothing to grab. All the while I slid closer to it, expecting at any moment for dagger-sharp claws to sink into my flesh.

Then the most wonderful sound in the world reached my ears: my bearskin coat ripping away at the sleeves and collar. I heard the terrible creature stumble and fall. I couldn’t help but laugh as I realized my poor sewing skills had saved my life. 

Wasting no time, I crawled forward, quickly putting myself out of reach. I had no idea if the tunnel led anywhere, and I didn’t care. I had escaped the monster and that was all that mattered.

♦
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AFTER GRADUALLY WIDENING until I could walk upright, the tunnel ended after perhaps fifty yards. It didn’t end above ground, unfortunately, and I still had to find a way out. 

From somewhere ahead came the sound of rushing water and the hope of escape. The space in front of me felt and sounded vast, and I presumed it was a cavern of some kind. Moving carefully, I edged forward in the dark, probing the crumbling stone underfoot with my moccasin.

Before I knew it, the slope grew precipitously steep, I lost my footing and plunged pell-mell down the embankment. At last I hit bottom, tumbling forward with my arms outstretched. I landed hard, bolts of pain wracking my forearms. Cursing, I sat up, but counted myself lucky I suffered no more serious injury.

The fast-moving water I’d heard was close enough for me to feel the sharp coldness of it. After arising and rubbing the sting from my hands, I pushed on until I reached the banks of a stream. After slaking my thirst, I followed the river upward whence it flowed, hoping to come across the spot where the water first penetrated the earth. Without benefit of light, the way was difficult. I fell more than once. 

It was after one of those falls that I found the body. At first I didn’t realize there was a body at all, noticing only the stench of death and rot and some other strange odor I couldn’t identify: something that made me slightly nauseous. My first thought concerning the body was that I had probably found someone else who had escaped from the monster, only to die all by himself. Judging from the stench, he had been dead several weeks. Or maybe the body had naught to do with the creature and his presence foretold nothing of my own fate. 

Or so I hoped. 
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LEAVING THE BODY BEHIND, I continued on until the floor sloped upward. I made my way through a labyrinth of stalactites and stalagmites filling some kind of grotto, hoping it would eventually lead to a way out. At last I felt a breeze tinged with the smell of the forest and was certain escape lay close at hand.

I saw weak light seeping from above, but at first my fogged brain didn’t realize I had truly found my way out. I moved forward until I stood directly beneath the source of the light. It was definitely an opening, though it was partially overgrown with plants, or so I assumed. Even worse, the opening was a good ten feet above me.

I had to find a way to reach it. I thought of the body I'd found a short time ago. He and I would not be sharing the same fate. 

Perhaps roots from a tree could be twisted together and used to hoist myself up, or I could stack rocks into a pile. A quick exploration conducted by feeling about revealed no roots or rocks, but I did find another surprise: every few feet the dirt walls were braced with wood beams.

Clearly, this wasn’t a natural cave. People had been here before me, and I wondered if the dead body I’d found had some association with the place. Most of the wood beams were rotten; one or two had even buckled causing me to wonder if the whole chamber might not verge on collapse. Obviously, the place was quite old and likely abandoned.

Nonetheless, I returned to the spot beneath the opening.

“Hello!” I called. “Is anyone there?” I listened, heard nothing, then said, “I mean you no harm! I swear it!”

Still no one answered, though judging from the dilapidated condition of the place — as ruined as a harlot’s once good name — I wasn’t surprised. I would have to find a way out on my own.

Moving carefully in the dark, I searched for fallen timber to pile high enough to reach the hole. Instead, I tripped over what felt to be a stack of metal bars that I had somehow missed upon my first search. In fact, further exploration revealed the center of the chamber to contain a number of large stacks of them.

There wasn’t enough light so as to guess at their nature, but after weighing a bar in my hand, I thought I knew not only of what they were made, but what this place had once been. The bars were lead and this was a storeroom beneath either a fort or a blockhouse. Only a fort or blockhouse would have such a large quantity of lead, which was frequently transported in bars, the easiest way to move the heavy metal. Merchants often sold single bars of lead to regular folk like myself who melted it down for molding into musket balls. In fact, I had a bar about a third the size of these in my pack.

My pack! My musket! And my traps! For the first since I’d been taken by the monster, I realized all I owned yet lay back in the ruined forest. God’s balls and bloody hell!

All I now had to my name was my ragged breeches, a hunting shirt, two sleeves from a bearskin coat, and my moccasins. I wiggled my left foot. Make that, moccasin.

There wasn’t a single thing I had lost that I could afford to do without, but it was the loss of my traps that hurt like a hundred wasp stings. Not only had they cost me dearly, but they had been the means to what I hoped to become: a trapper, dependent on no one but himself. 

All of the misfortune that had befallen me of late made me feel as if I were being punished by God or fate. Perhaps I was. After all, I had done things of which I was greatly ashamed. Foremost was that I had left a fiancée back home I had no intention of marrying. In fact, once I reached the frontier, I planned on having a missive sent to Rebecca saying that I had perished in a mishap. Then she would be free to marry someone who truly wanted to make a life with her.

I sighed, briefly felt sorry for myself, then decided: So be it. If cursing God or my luck or some other power would remove me from this place and restore my traps to me, then I would have cursed until no breath was left in my body. Since it wouldn’t, I could either go forward or lie down and wait to die. 

And dying didn’t suit me.

Using one of the fallen timbers, I jabbed at the opening over my head, pushing vines and whatnot aside. A little more light now shone through, but vegetation yet covered much of the opening, and down where I stood it was as dark as the underside of a soot-coated cooking pot.

Even after I gathered all of the fallen timber, there wasn’t a sufficient amount to pile it high enough to allow me to climb free. Instead, I collected all of the lead bars into a single stack. Climbing atop the pile of bars, I found I could just reach the edge of the opening.

Normally, I would have hoisted myself up with little effort, but I was so battered and exhausted, doing so now seemed nigh an impossible task. At first, I thought I might have come all of this way only to be thwarted at the end, but I was nothing if not stubborn. Eventually, and with great effort, I climbed free. 

As I lay there gasping on the dead grass, I spied a raven feather fluttering nearby. When I finally had the strength, I scooped it up, grateful my totem had been nearby all along. I struggled to my feet, more bone-tired than I had at first appreciated.

I was also worse off than I had realized. My clothes were tattered rags, my stomach growled interminably, and I couldn’t recall when I had last eaten. I was dizzy from loss of blood and lack of sleep. And I had no idea where I was.

Around me lay the barely visible ruins of a fort (or the smaller version known as a blockhouse), though the ruins I saw no more resembled a fort than a seventy-year-old crone did the sixteen-year-old girl she had once been. Where the roof had previously stood I now stared up at the flat, featureless sky of a winter day. The forest had already swallowed most of the walls, only a rough-hewn log here and there proving white men had once briefly conquered this small plot of land. As I thought about it, I wondered if I might not be mistaken about this having been a fort. After all, this part of the frontier had only opened up a few years earlier, and these ruins were far older than that. Maybe Gerard would know.

The sun hung farther east in the sky than when I had last seen it, meaning I had passed at least one whole night underground since I’d first encountered the monster. As if to verify, my stomach again growled with impressive fervor. I looked about for some belly timber — any edible plant, animal, or bug — but saw nothing. What winter had not shriveled up or killed, it had driven deep into hiding, the exception being fools like myself who had not the good sense to come in out of the cold.

A bad bout of shivering set in, and I knew I needed to get moving. I pushed through the thick bushes beyond the fallen walls, then made my way up a nearby bluff. Despite how much time had passed, I knew I couldn’t have traveled far from the cave. A mile or two at most. From the top of the trail, I hoped I might find at least a hint of my whereabouts — and those of the creature.

In fact, the bluff did afford me a good view — of the damnable lake and the rocky outcropping right next to the monster's cave. This was all the distance I had come? Hell, a suckling could crawl that far, if only to get to its mother’s teat. If I were to shout, the damned monster might even hear me. With a start, I realized how exposed I was and dropped to the ground.

I quietly backed up until the shadowy forest again hid me. Now that I knew where the cave was, I knew which way not to go. But which way to go? My brief glimpse from atop the bluff hadn’t revealed the direction the blown-down forest lay, and where, I fervently hoped, my musket and pack yet remained. Then there was the matter of the girl, though I could conjure no scenario in which she yet lived. Of course, I would search for her anyway.

Since I wasn’t sure which way to go, I elected to head directly away from the cave until I could later get my bearings. When a frozen creek presented itself an hour later, I was so spent I wondered if I had the wherewithal to break through the ice so as to slake my thirst. I found the most likely-looking spot, then tried to smash through the ice with my fist, then my foot. Alas, the ice was stronger than I.

I scrounged about until I found a sharp-edged rock with which I attacked the ice, eventually cracking it like the shell of a walnut. The water tasted sweeter than the meat of any nut, and I drank greedily until my tongue went numb. A stand of withered cattails stood nearby. I broke them free of the ice and ravenously devoured the roots. Cattails and creek water — Lenten fare indeed. 

Wasn’t I quite the frontiersman?

I caught a glimpse of myself in the water. Four parallel scratches started above my left eyebrow, descended over my eye and onto my left cheek. It was a wonder the cat hadn’t blinded me. I splashed water onto my face, winced from the biting cold, washing out the wounds as best I could. I had no poultice of apple peels and ash with which to ward off infection; I could do no more than hope that the terrible affliction would not appear. My face would likely be scarred, but I cared little. The scratches weren’t terribly deep, and I thought over time they might fade enough to be not much noticeable.

My already thin face was even leaner and when not bound with a leather thong, my black hair hung down to my shoulders. My eyes tended toward a brown so dark as to be black in certain lights — or, I was told, in certain moods. My face was always tanned from being out-a-doors, yet showed a goodly number of freckles scattered over my nose and cheeks. I was rather darkly complected to have so many freckles, but it was a Seavey trait shared by all the men in my family. Handsome was a word I had heard frequently to describe myself, though, frankly, I couldn’t see it.

Rebecca had thought me comely enough, however. I had always felt bad for not feeling the same toward her try as I might. She was not unattractive, but had stirred nothing in me beyond a genial tolerance for her company. Frankly, no woman had ever stirred me much. I didn’t dislike them, mind you, but found I shared little in common with them. It was like stabling horses and cows in the same barn. They got along just fine, but weren’t apt to spend much time together.

Women were just so different from me. Whereas my interests were hunting and being out-a-doors, the females I knew were oriented toward children and clothes and talking. Lord, could they talk, and my own reticence was not something upon which they looked favorably. 

While it seemed true that most other men also had little in common with women, there did always seem to be an unstoppable attraction that bound them together like salt to the sea. I had yet to find a woman with whom I shared such a bond.

I shivered again as a cold breeze prodded at me, reminding my life hung in the balance and that such woolgathering was foolish at best.

When I’d eaten and drunk my fill of dirty roots and water, I pushed on. As I walked, my eyes tracked over the quiescent forest, mist from the river having coated everything in ice so that nothing moved in the gentle wind. Another hour passed, maybe more. The river fell away and I was again deep in the forest primeval.

Huge trees crowded me from all sides and I felt like a toddler surrounded by a crowd of adults, unaware of the tiny being underfoot. The air was so cold that as I exhaled, a fine coating of ice deposited itself upon my upper lip. With each passing moment, it was becoming harder to think clearly, and I knew the cold was gnawing away at what little strength I yet possessed.

Like livestock freed from their pen, my thoughts took to wandering, and they went far and wide indeed. One minute I remembered crying when Mother died (I was six and had not cried since), the next I watched raptly as a tree limb swayed in the wind, and then I was wondering if I would ever see Africa.

Africa!

Soon I would be babbling like one of those addlepated soldiers who had taken a Lobsterback’s musket ball to the head during the Revolution.

So lost was I in my thoughts that I almost walked right into the Indian on the trail. He, in turn, was so wrapped up in studying something on the ground that he neither heard nor saw me coming until it was too late for either of us to flee unnoticed by the other.

He slowly rose, facing me. He was perhaps ten years older than me, though I couldn’t be sure. An enormous bearskin hung from his shoulders, but his arms were bare. Several feathers adorned his black hair, which was pulled back into a ponytail. Despite my wandering mind, or perhaps because of it, I thought the Indian had the most appealing face I had ever seen on a man.

Several elaborate tattoos adorned his arms, and for some reason, I desired to touch them. For a moment, I was worried I had said this out loud — not that he was likely to understand me anyway. Even so, it was an odd thing to think. I must have been more unbalanced than I realized.

My attention returned to the brave, who watched me intently. Few Indians remained in the area where I grew up, so my experience with them was circumscribed at best. In fact, I had met only one — the old Cherokee man with whom I traded for the belt I had used on the girl (yet another item I was now without). Mostly, I knew Indians were angry and resentful toward settlers and would likely welcome the chance to avenge themselves on a solitary, unarmed white man lost in their territory. I absentmindedly touched my hand to head. I hoped it didn’t hurt too much when he scalped me.

“It’s good hair,” I jabbered. “A fine trophy.” To my surprise, the Indian smiled. I supposed he was imagining what he might get in trade for my hair.

The brave was taller than I and possessed broad shoulders that his hair would just touch when unbound. His skin was nut-brown — not red as implied by the slur “redskin” — and his face was clear and smooth, untouched by the pox. A small tattoo of a turtle lay upon his right cheek, but most striking were his black eyes that, despite their color, seemed warm and inviting.

For all my incongruous admiration of his features, he was an Indian, I was a white man, and we weren’t likely to end up swapping stories over a jug of barley ale. In all probability, one of us was about to die, and something told me it wouldn’t be him.

I wasn’t going without a fight, however. 

I might have been shorter, but I was heavier, more muscled, and, normally, strong as a bear. On more than one occasion I had taken on fellows who weighed half as much again as myself. Under regular circumstances, I’d wager I could have taken this brave two out of three times. These circumstances, however, were far from common.

Hoping to catch the Indian off-guard, I tensed as I prepared to lunge at him. Instead, my legs buckled beneath me, and I fell to my knees just as the brave rushed forward to bury his tomahawk deep in my skull.

♦
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MY HEAD THROBBED. IN fact, it hurt so bad, I could barely think. Not because the Indian had tomahawked me, but because I had struck my head on the ground when I fell. Even after I lay there dazed and defenseless, the Indian did not proceed to scalp me, stab me, or do anything else lethal in nature. Instead, to my amazement, he helped me, though everything had such a dream-like quality that I wasn’t entirely certain my appraisal of the situation was accurate.

By now I shook so violently from the cold, I thought it possible I might shake loose a tooth. The Indian drew the bearskin from his shoulders, solicitously placing it over me. When I yet shivered, he vigorously rubbed my arms and legs to warm me. Next he gripped my hands in his own, rubbing them together as he blew on them. His breath was warm and smelled of sweetgrass. Needless to say, his actions were not what I expected.

I must have drifted off, for when I next became aware of my surroundings, a campfire burned right there on the trail. But it wasn’t big and even after it blazed brightly, I still trembled from an iciness that felt as if it had chilled my very blood. The Indian studied me intently, then removed his shirt and deerskin leggings so that he remained clad only in his breeches.

Yet dazed and delirious, I wasn’t sure what was going on. I thought maybe he planned on killing me after all and simply wanted to keep blood off his clothes. Who knew Indians could be so practical? Even though I doubted he would speak English, I tried telling him I meant him no harm, but he only shushed me, climbed under the bearskin and wrapped me in his arms. I was so astounded by this that I wouldn’t have been surprised if next a beaver had emerged from the woods and declaimed the Lord’s Prayer then and there.

Lying with his body pressed to mine, the Indian pushed us so close to the flames that I feared the bearskin would catch fire. All the while, he kept kneading my flesh, as if determined to keep my sluggish blood moving on his own. Such tactics were not unknown to me and were commonly used to treat victims of frostbite. Little by little, the shivering subsided as I grew warmer. 

My mind again drifted off.

The Indian must have shifted about because at some later time, I again became aware of his body pressed against mine. Groggily, I noted that he smelled of tobacco, but also something spicy, like cloves or coriander. I rather liked the scent. I also — rather bizarrely — liked the feel of his hot skin against my own. I felt safe, cozy even, as odd as that notion was given my current circumstances. But then an alarmingly salacious tingle began spreading outward from my groin. I hoped I might yet be asleep and having one of those arousing dreams that frequented me deep in the night.

Before I realized what was happening, my shaft grew stiff. Whether I dreamt it or not, the Indian again massaged my body; and when his hand next drifted lower, he encountered my stiffening roger. I thought his fingers lingered there a moment, but then they moved on.

For some reason, I imagined his hand creeping back and taking ahold of me. I even wondered what it might feel like, should release come from his touch. I thought I would like it very much, though I ascribed such powerfully peculiar thoughts to how badly injured I was.

I became aware of a growing pressure in the small of my back. At first I was puzzled, until I realized that the Indian had himself become aroused — his roger was what I felt. What the blazes is that about? I wondered. This had to be a dream after all. I desperately hoped so anyway, because most unsettlingly, the feel of him against my flesh only inflamed me further.

In fact, I feared I verged on releasing my seed — not something I wished to do in the presence of any man, much less a savage. Whether I dreamt the whole thing or not, I struggled to drive away the hot, pulsing feeling in my groin before it was too late.

I must have succeeded, for the next time I awoke I wasn’t the least bit aroused, even though my flesh was hotter than before. In fact, I didn’t think I had ever been so feverish. I was desperately parched as well, the inside of my mouth as gummy as a drained honeycomb. The Indian knelt in front of me. He placed a cool hand on my hot forehead. “You are burning up with fever. You need someone with healing skills greater than my own.”

Needless to say, I was startled to hear him speak English. Too exhausted to query him about it, I closed my eyes and listened to him hurry away. I vaguely wondered where he was going.

I felt so hot, so ill, so weak that I doubted I would ever rise again. As my mind drifted toward sleep, the final bizarre thought I had was that if the Indian’s visage were the last thing I saw, that wouldn’t be so bad.
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​​​​CHAPTER FOUR
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WAKING FROM A DEEP sleep, I opened my eyes to find a snarling wolf bearing down on me. Yelling a warning, I reached for a musket that wasn’t there, only to nearly fall out of bed.

Bed? Wolf? Where the blazes was I?

I hadn’t lain upon a bed in nearly three months. Only then did I realize the wolf’s head wasn’t moving. Like the jaws of a spring-trap coming together, the pieces snapped into place, and I realized I was in no danger. I was in a cabin and the wolf was dead and mounted over the bunk in which I slept.

Wildered in my wits, I sat up, trying to gather my scattered thoughts. Unfortunately, they wriggled about like so many tadpoles in a pond, and I couldn’t really make sense of them. The last thing I remembered was the Indian rushing me. I must have escaped him, but for the life of me, I couldn’t recall how. Nor did I have a clue as to how I’d wound up here, wherever “here” even was.

Struggling to clear my mind from the cottony remains of the deep sleep that I had only just escaped from, I took stock of my surroundings. The cabin was small, if well constructed, and consisted of one room, perhaps twenty by twenty feet. The logs fit together snugly, and any gaps had been neatly patched with mud. The roof was low, a wood and mud chimney the only opening in the cabin other than the door. A betty lamp perched on a table threw off a bright circle of light.

A fire blazed in the fireplace, the flickering flames dancing upon the glossy bear fur under which I lay. Three chairs sat around the table while a fourth tilted back against a wall. The table, as well as the chairs, looked to be well made; I knew someone here had considerable skills when it came to working with wood. The cabin had quite a homey feel for something so far removed from civilization.

The door swung open and a white man carrying an armful of wood burst in. I tried to rise, but my whole body felt beaten and bruised and stiffer than untanned deer hide.

“What’s going on? I heard yelling. Is something amiss?”

I shook my head, as I glanced at the wolf.

“Thank goodness for that,” said the man with obvious relief, and I felt the fool for having yelled so childishly. I also felt annoyed as this stranger already had the advantage over me. For who respects a fool?

“I’m glad you’re awake,” the man said, apparently surprised to find me thus.

The fellow was tall — long-shanked and long-armed (“The Duke of Limbs,” my father had always quipped about such chaps). He was only a few years older than myself and wore his brown hair pulled back in a ponytail that only served to accentuate his angular features. He was clad in deerskin pants, a linsey shirt, and a proper vest — an odd combination for the frontier. He looked queerly bookish, and if it weren’t for his tanned face and rough-looking hands, I would have sworn he was newer to the frontier than I.

“Can you talk?” he said. “Or is your tongue as badly injured as the rest of you?”

“It might be the only part of me not to be aching,” I said.

The man smiled. “Otherwise, how do you feel?”

Insane. Bewildered. Lost. But he need not know any of that. “Thirsty.”

He went to a bumkin standing next to a table. From a shelf he took down a large noggin into which he ladled whiskey that he then brought to me. “I’ve got apple brandy, if you’d rather.”

I shook my head. “This will do...” Since I didn’t know the man’s name, I let my voice trail off.

“John,” he said. “John Chapman.”

“Thanks, John.” I quaffed the whiskey. While it was far superior to water — known derisively as Adam’s Ale — this particular malt was still a piss-poor excuse for a beverage. I had drunk teas that were stronger, not that I was ungrateful for that which I could not even pay.

When I finished drinking, John quickly refilled my cup and I drank that as well. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, then said, “Sorry if I seem a bit daft, John, but where might this place be?” 

“Well, this humble abode is my cabin, but Hugh’s Lick is the closest white settlement this far out in the Northwest Territory, though I think of that place more like a boil on the arse of the world than a town. It’s about five miles from here.” 

Hugh’s Lick? That’s where Gerard was supposed to be living! It was about time a damn break had come my way. Frankly, after enduring freak windstorms, bizarre monsters, and Indian attacks, I was due a decent streak of good luck.

I wondered if John knew Gerard. If my luck truly was holding, then he wouldn’t. For if Gerard were yet in Hugh’s Lick, being known as his brother might not be the best thing.

Gerard wasn’t only my brother; he was also a rapscallion who had made our surname synonymous with “cheater” and “lout,” something I had been trying to live down since we were both boys. Even so, he was my brother, and I at least owed him notice of my arrival. Especially since finding him was the pretense under which I had left my fiancée.

“Sounds as if you don’t much care for Hugh’s Lick,” I said.

“I most emphatically do not. But then I pretty much dislike any place with more than four people. Any more than that is a pox that needs to be done away with.”

“Then I best hope there aren’t already more than three folks here,” I said. “Otherwise you might toss me out into the cold.”

John laughed, then said, “You needn’t fear that.”

“I’m Cole,” I said, making no mention of my last name, nor the fact that I had a brother residing in the apparent pox that was Hugh’s Lick.

“It’s nice to meet you, Cole. Though I can’t say we was expecting newcomers this time of year.”

Nor had I expected to be here. Only Gerard’s first letter in years, along with my realization three months ago that I was going to have to go through with marrying Rebecca, had foolishly driven me to venture onto the frontier with winter looming. Once again, I didn’t volunteer this to John. Instead, I only said, “It’s nice to meet you as well.” I paused, then added, “This might sound a bit odd, and normally I’m not so featherheaded, but I don’t remember much at the moment. How, exactly, did I come to be here?”

“Been wondering that ourselves,” John said. “Although, I suspect by ‘here’ you mean this cabin, while we mean ‘here,’ as in the middle of bleeding nowhere.” I nodded my agreement while wondering whom he meant by “we.” John continued, “Our friend Pakim found you injured in the woods. He brought you here for safekeeping.”

“Pakim? That sounds like an Indian name.”

“It is at that.”

“An Indian brought me here?” Vague memories of my encounter with the Indian surfaced in my mind. Had he not attacked me then?

“That’s right,” John said. “You sound as if you find that objectionable. Is that so?”

“What? No. I’m just confused. I do recollect an Indian, but I thought he tried to kill me.”

“Are you saying that Pakim did this to you?” John said, angrily gesturing to my injuries. “I hope not, because if you are, I’ll know you to be a liar.”

Taken aback by his reaction, I shook my head. “The Indian didn’t do this. It was the...” My voice trailed off.

“The what?” 

“The panther,” I said, alarmed by how near I had come to speaking the truth. I couldn’t announce that I had encountered a monster anymore than I could claim I had seen angels astride goats. Nor did I dare mention the girl for fear of casting suspicion regarding her attack upon myself, in case she was from here.

“There was a storm,” I said. “A terrible windstorm that blew an entire forest down on top of me. Then a panther attacked. I wandered for a long time before I all but stumbled into this Pakim fellow. I don’t remember what happened after that. I guess I just figured, the way events had been unfolding, he would scalp me. He obviously didn’t, and I owe him my thanks.”

John nodded curtly. “That you do. And you can give it to him shortly. He should be here soon.”

“Honestly, my memory is piss-poor at the moment. I meant no offense toward your friend and I harbor no ill-will toward Indians. It will be my honor to meet him.” I spoke sincerely, and John looked mollified. “By the way, how long have I been here?”

“Three days, by my reckoning.”

Three days! I could scarcely believe so much time had passed. And with each passing day, I was less likely to recover my lost belongings, already a dubious prospect at best. Clutching the blanket to my waist, I rose on wobbly legs and looked about for my hunting shirt and pants. Lord, I was as fainthearted as an old maid getting rogered for the first time.

“Careful,” John said. “You’re badly injured and had a terrible fever.” He placed his hand against my face and some memory stirred, something about the Indian. “You’re yet a touch warm. But nothing serious, I warrant. Gwennie gave you some remedies she thought might make you yet feel odd, so you best not push yourself too hard.”

I assumed Gwennie to be his wife, and she was right about my feeling odd. My head felt as if it were detached from the rest of my body. So much so, I had to resist the urge to check that it wasn’t floating away. I hoped Gwennie was a skilled healer, as infections were more often likely to kill men than whatever caused the injury in the first place. My hand touched my face, and I flinched to feel how tender it was. “I must be quite the sight.”

“Well now, you don’t look too bad.” John regarded me a moment longer, then laughed. “All right, that’s a lie. You look like something chewed on you a good long while, then spat you out when you didn’t taste so nice. But you look a far sight better than when you got here. And that was after Pakim cleaned you up where he found you.”

Again some recollection about the Indian tried to come forth, but I couldn’t quite fish up the memory.

“Sounds like I owe Gwennie my thanks, as well as Pakim.”

John agreed. “Gwennie knows her plants and ointments and whatnot, that’s for certain. She dosed you good with laudanum and then spent the better part of the first day foraging in the woods for goldenseal. She said without it you were as likely to die as a premature babe birthed in January.”

Laudanum was made from poppies and was quite powerful, while goldenseal was as rare as an honest politician. “I’ll repay her, Pakim, and you somehow.”
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