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“Nate spun to confront an enormous Blackfoot bearing down on
him like a berserk buffalo bull. The brave swung his tomahawk at
Nate’s face. Ducking, Nate pointed his flintlock and
fired.

“Struck in his left
shoulder, the Blackfoot jerked with the impact. Spurting blood like
a fountain, he grimaced, but otherwise ignored the wound. Nothing
would stop him from sending the hated white man into the spirit
realm.

“Crimson drops sprinkled
Nate’s cheeks and chin as he lunged to one side and tried to stab
the Blackfoot in the ribs. Even though wounded, the brave was able
to dodge nimbly out of harm’s way. For a heartbeat they faced one
another, the Blackfoot crouched, ready to strike.

“Growling like an animal,
the Blackfoot sprang forward, his tomahawk aimed straight for
Nate’s head …”

Although he frequently had
to battle savage Indians, wild beasts, and hostile elements, Nate
felt the freedom he’d gained was worth it. But when an old love
arrives, Nate learns that the deadliest foe can come in the guise
of a trusted friend, and his hard-won freedom can be traded away
for a few pieces of gold.
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Chapter One

The bear was near.

Nathaniel King halted at the base of
the towering mountain and tilted his head back to survey the dense
forest above. A big man who was broad of shoulder and narrow of
hip, he wore the typical attire of those hardy breed of men who
lived in the remote Rockies in the year 1836: buckskins. Moccasins
covered his feet, while crowning his mane of long, dark hair was a
buffalo-skin cap. Slanted across his muscular chest were a powder
horn and a bullet pouch, both used when loading the powerful Hawken
rifle clutched firmly in his brawny right hand. A butcher knife
hung from a beaded sheath on his left hip, and wedged under his
wide leather belt above his right hip was a tomahawk. Tucked under
that same belt, one on either side of the big buckle, were two
matching flintlock pistols.

Nate’s green eyes turned
to the ground at his feet and he studied the clear tracks left in
the soil by the black bear he had spent the better part of the
morning tracking. Only last night the bear had paid his cabin its
third visit in as many days, badly frightening his horses. Worse,
the bear had torn down a buck he had hung up to bleed the day
before, and managed to rip off a haunch before Nate roused from a
heavy sleep and rushed out to confront it. But in the dark the bear
had fled before a shot could be fired.

Now Nate hefted his Hawken
and started up the slope. He wished he had brought his dog, Samson,
a brute of a canine able to hold its own against any wild animal in
the mountains, but he’d left Samson at the cabin because he felt
his wife and seven-year-old son were safer with the dog
around.

It was rare that a black bear gave him
any trouble. Quite often he had to contend with prowling grizzlies,
marauding wolverines, or packs of hungry wolves. Black bears,
though, were more timid than grizzlies and by and large left humans
alone.

From the size of the
tracks Nate knew he was after a large male, one weighing upwards of
five hundred pounds. Since he’d never seen its spoor in the
vicinity of his cabin before, he surmised the bear had recently
moved into the area and established itself in a convenient cave or
cavity in a large tree. All he had to do was find the lair and he
wouldn’t have to worry about any more nocturnal visits from this
particular bruin.

The tracks skirted thickets and trees
in a meandering course that gradually climbed higher and higher. As
with most bears, this one had been following its nose to whatever
interested it, which most of the time happened to be rotting logs
it tore apart to get at beetles, crickets, and grubs. Standing
trees also drew its interest; the bear peeled off the outer bark to
get at the sweet layer underneath.

Nate knew the beast had not been in
any great hurry. Obviously, it did not expect to be pursued. With
luck, he would find it sleeping and dispatch the nuisance with a
single shot to the head. While black bears were not as ferocious as
grizzlies, they would fight when cornered and their teeth and claws
could easily slice a man to ribbons in no time flat.

He heard the flapping of wings and
paused to watch a pair of ink black ravens soar overhead. The
regarded him with curiosity, then swerved and swooped out over the
valley below, their twin shadows flowing over the terrain beneath.
If they kept going the way they were, in another five miles they
would fly over his cabin.

Ahead appeared a clearing. Nate slowed
and examined the tracks. They angled to the right and he did the
same. Minutes later he reached a section of the slope where massive
boulders dotted the earth, and the tracks led into the very heart
of the monoliths.

Frowning, he pressed on,
holding the rifle close to his chest. The press of the boulders
didn’t allow much room for movement, and should the bear burst on
him suddenly he must be ready to employ the gun
instantly.

For over fifty yards he
wended deeper into the maze. At times the boulders were so closely
spaced that his shoulders brushed on each side and he marveled that
the bear had squeezed through. Animals never ceased to amaze him.
They were routinely capable of feats he would have considered
improbable if not impossible. Mountain sheep could traverse sheer
cliffs with ease. Panthers could cover twenty-four feet at a bound.
Grizzlies could scoop out a hole in the earth large enough to
contain a man in the span of seconds as they burrowed for
rodents.

Nate walked into a circular gap ten
feet in diameter and stopped to scan the boulders in front of him.
No sooner had he done so than a harsh growl arose to his left. A
tingle ran down his spine as he spun and leveled the Hawken, his
thumb cocking the hammer before he completed the turn.

Barreling out of a space between two
vertical slabs of rock was the black bear, a massive bundle of
sinew and flesh capable of matching the speed of a galloping horse.
Its dark eyes blazed fury and its mouth gaped wide, exposing its
tapered teeth.

There was no chance to
take deliberate aim. Nate could only point the rifle and fire. The
Hawken belched flame and lead and the ball smashed into the black
bear’s head just above the left eye. But the bear had gained too
much momentum to be stopped by the impact. Snarling, it
closed.

Nate had a horrific vision
of the bear’s wide maw, and then the bear slammed into him with the
force of a steam engine, catching him on its right shoulder. Teeth
bit into his arm and he was lifted bodily from his feet and rammed
into a boulder. Jarred to his core, Nate felt the breath whoosh out
of his lungs and he lost his hold on the rifle.

The bear, snarling louder, drew back
and opened wide to bite again.

Dazed though he was, Nate
knew he must move or die. He frantically hurled himself to the
right and heard the bear’s teeth snap shut on empty air. Landing
hard on his shoulder, he rolled and scrambled to get away, feeling
a damp sensation where the bear had bit him.

He inadvertently bumped
into the bottom of another boulder, and wound up flat on his back
with the enraged bear padding slowly toward him. His hands closed
on the smoothbore single-shot .55-caliber pistols, a matched set he
had purchased years ago in St. Louis. Whipping both out, he
extended his arms, cocked both hammers, and took hasty aim on the
bear’s head. It was no more than a yard off when the pistols
boomed, the sound of their blasts magnified by the encircling
boulders.

One of the balls struck the bear in
the right eye. The other caught it in the nostrils. Staggered, the
bear halted and tossed its head from side to side as if warding off
annoying flies. Blood poured from both wounds. It growled and
stepped back, then reared onto its hind legs

Nate dare not try to
reload. He let go of the pistols and drew his knife in one hand,
the tomahawk in the other. Rising, he sprang in close and buried
the tomahawk in the black bear’s chest. It swiped at him, its heavy
paw striking him on the side of the face and knocking him to the
ground.

The world swirled as if in
the vortex of a tornado and Nate lay still, stunned and helpless.
He heard the bear snort, heard its footsteps, and then something
lightly touched the sole of his left foot. Dreading the worst, he
braced for the sharp pain of the bear’s teeth ripping into him, but
nothing happened.

After what seemed to be an
eternity but couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds, the
dizziness abruptly ceased. Nate rose on an elbow and stared at his
bestial adversary. The bear’s nose was less than an inch from his
foot, its lifeblood already forming a puddle. It was
dead.

Nate rose unsteadily, a pounding in
his ears from the blood rushing in his veins. His limbs trembled
slightly and he leaned against a boulder for support. That had been
much too close for his liking. If the bear had been a shade quicker
it would now be feasting on his entrails.

It often disturbed him how
a man could lose his life in a twinkling if he wasn’t supremely
careful, especially in the vast mountains where beasts and hostile
Indians alike conspired to make every day an exercise in
self-preservation. A man had to always be alert, had to always be
on watch for those little things that frequently meant the
difference between continued life and death. A bent twig, a patch
of crushed grass, or the smudged mark of a print in the dirt might
be all the advance warning a man had that enemies lurked nearby.
Thankfully, Nate’s years in the Rockies had endowed him with
razor-sharp reflexes, or he would long since have become food for
worms.

He took a deep breath and
straightened. With the bear disposed of, he should get back to his
family. First, though, he must tend to the butchering. Since
bringing a packhorse into the maze of boulders would be impossible,
any meat he wanted to take out must be carried on his shoulders. He
set to work skinning the beast, first by rolling it over and then
slicing his keen knife into its thin summer coat. After removing
the hide he placed it to one side, flat on the ground with the hair
underneath. Next he fleeced off the fat, then carved off an
estimated ninety pounds of prime meat, which was as much as he
could comfortably carry over five rugged miles. He carefully
wrapped the meat in the hide.

Before venturing out of the boulder
field he took the necessary time to reload all three guns, wedged
the pistols under his belt, and cradled the Hawken in the crook of
his left arm. Then, with the bundle of meat held at waist height so
he could see clearly in all directions, he retraced his path down
the mountain.

After the close call he felt
invigorated, imbued with an enhanced appreciation of life, a
reaction he knew many of his fellow mountaineers like-wise
experienced after similar situations. Facing the Grim Reaper made a
man realize how sweet and precious simply being alive was, and he
gazed about him as if viewing creation for the very first
time.

Chipmunks scampered on nearby rocks. A
squirrel ran from limb to limb in a high tree. Perched on the limb
of a pine was a mountain jay. And to the south a solitary eagle
soared, seeking prey.

The sky was a striking sea of blue
through which floated pillowy clouds. A refreshing breeze from the
northwest rustled the leaves and tall grass.

He strode briskly along the valley
floor. In the distance, situated past where his cabin was concealed
in the trees, lay a large lake, its surface shimmering in the
sunlight. He had planned to go fishing that afternoon for their
supper, but now juicy bear steaks appealed to him more.

His thoughts strayed to the upcoming
Rendezvous and he grinned in anticipation. The annual gathering of
mountaineers, both the company men and the free trappers, was the
big social event for every white man living west of the mighty
Mississippi. According to the word he had received from his aged
mentor, Shakespeare McNair, this year the Rendezvous was to be held
at the mouth of Horse Creek on the Green River, in the vicinity of
Fort Bonneville.

Nate had three hundred and
twelve beaver pelts he was anxious to sell. The money would buy
much-needed supplies and finery for the cabin. He hadn’t told
Winona because he wanted to surprise her, but he’d ordered a pane
of glass to be brought in with the supply train. For years they’d
covered their window with a leather flap that barely kept out the
blistering cold wind in the winter and did little to deter the
flies and mosquitoes in the warmer months. The glass pane would be
a rare treat, one of the few luxuries they permitted
themselves.

When he’d initially
arrived in the Rockies, he’d been amazed at how simply the Indians
and mountaineers lived. If they ate regularly and had a shelter to
protect them from the elements, they were satisfied. How different
it was back in the States! Particularly in the East, where the
people were so caught up in making as much money as they could and
living in fancy homes with servants at their beck and call to
handle those chores disdained as menial labor.

In New York City he’d seen
all too much of that avarice and the attendant lust for luxury. His
own family hadn’t been rich by any means, but they’d associated
with the powerful and the prominent and circulated in elevated
social circles because of his father’s business and personal
contacts. It was through his father that he’d met the Van Buren
family and the woman he had almost married.

It was odd, he reflected, that after
so much time had elapsed he still thought of Adeline now and again.
Not that he regretted having left her to seek his fortune on the
frontier, but he often wondered what had become of her. Surely she
had found another man and was happily married, probably with five
or six children and a fine mansion in an exclusive section of the
city.

In a rush of memories he recalled how
his Uncle Zeke had written him from St. Louis, urging him to come
west and share in a treasure Zeke had found. He remembered his
secretive departure from New York, and the letters he had written
his parents and Adeline explaining the reason for his leaving and
detailing his promise to return one day a rich man.

In a sense, he owed
Adeline a debt of gratitude. It was due to his desire to give her
the kind of life to which she had grown accustomed, a life of
wealth and ease, that he’d taken Zeke up on the offer. If not for
Adeline, he would have stayed in New York and gone to work for her
rich father. He never would have met Winona, never known true
happiness.

Of course, he reflected
wryly, if he had known that Zeke’s so-called treasure was actually
the gift of untrammeled freedom, he might not have been so eager to
set forth into the strange and dangerous realm beyond the borders
of civilization. He’d expected to share in a gold strike or become
partner in a fur company. Never in his wildest imaginings would he
have expected to become a free trapper with an Indian
wife.

So he owed Zeke a debt
too. A debt he could never repay. Which reminded him. He needed to
put fresh flowers on Zeke’s grave.

Suddenly he halted and stiffened,
anxiety blossoming at the sound that came from the direction of the
cabin, a sound that carried far in the clear mountain
air.

The sound of a shot.


Chapter Two

He broke from the forest to the south
of his cabin and raced around the corral containing his horses, the
Hawken leveled for immediate use. Expecting to find his loved ones
under attack by Utes or a marauding grizzly, he drew up in surprise
on seeing the two visitors, a man and a woman, who stood chatting
with his wife near the cabin door.

The grizzled man turned and beamed,
his lake-blue eyes and lined features radiating genuine
friendliness. Fringed buckskins covered his powerful frame. A brown
beaver hat crowned his head of bushy gray hair, while a beard and
mustache the same color as his hair adorned his face. Like Nate, he
wore a powder horn and an ammunition pouch. On his right hip rested
a butcher knife, under his belt a single flintlock.

He held a rifle in the bend of his
left elbow.

“Hello there, Nate,” the
mountain man greeted him, his eyes twinkling. “You look right
tuckered out. What have you been doing?”

“Running my fool head off,
Shakespeare,” Nate responded, lowering the Hawken and advancing. “I
thought my family was in trouble.”

“Why would you think a
thing like that?”

“I heard a
shot.”

Shakespeare, the perfect
picture of innocence, took his rifle in both hands and said, “Why,
that must have been me. I shot a big duck for our supper,” he said,
and nodded at the west shore of the lake forty feet away. “It never
occurred to me that you would come on the run.”

Winona took a step
forward, her concerned brown eyes roving over Nate’s clothes and
fixing on the tear in his sleeve. “The bear?” she asked in her
precise English.

“He won’t bother us ever
again,” Nate informed her, and inadvertently winced when she
reached out and touched the bite.

“It is not deep but you
have bled a little,” Winona said. She stepped to the doorway, her
beaded buckskin dress clinging to her shapely body. “Come in. I
will tend your wound.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve
tangled with another grizzly?” Shakespeare inquired.

“A black bear this time,”
Nate revealed, motioning for them to precede him. Shakespeare’s
wife went first, a lovely Flathead woman named Blue Water Woman
whose long raven hair was every bit as luxurious as Winona’s and
whose smooth, oval face might be that of a woman half her age.
“Hello, Blue Water Woman,” he said.

“Hello, Grizzly Killer,”
she replied. “It is good to see you again.”

Nate let Shakespeare
enter, then followed. “The same here. Why the visit, anyway? Did
you just happen to be in this neck of the woods and decide to drop
by?” he asked. Although Shakespeare was his nearest neighbor and
only lived about twenty-five miles to the north, they often went
weeks without seeing one another.

“Nope. I figured we’d head
for the Rendezvous together,” Shakespeare said. “There’s safety in
numbers, you know.”

Nate nodded, thinking to
himself that McNair had never been afraid of anything or anyone in
his entire life. Shakespeare’s newfound concern for safety had more
to do with Blue Water Woman, Winona, and young Zach than his own
protection. “Good idea. We can leave tomorrow or the next day if
you want.”

“There’s no rush. We have
plenty of time to get there before the supplies from St. Louis
arrive.”

They took seats around the table while
Winona hung a pot of water over the small fire in the stone
fireplace. Lying sound asleep on the bed against the south wall was
seven-year-old Zach, his thin lips fluttering with every
breath.

“Don’t tell me your
young’un is still taking naps at his age?” Shakespeare
said.

“He was up most of the
night after the bear paid us a visit,” Nate explained. “Now he’s
catching up on his sleep.”

“Too excited to sleep,
eh?” Shakespeare said, and chuckled. “I recollect how it is when
you’re that young, even if I am pushing the century mark
myself.”

“You are not.”

“Maybe I exaggerate,” the
mountain man admitted impishly, and then launched into a quote from
one of the plays written by the English playwright he so admired.
“But age, with his stealing steps, hath clawed me in his clutch and
hath shipped me into the land, as if I had never been
such.”

“Meaning what exactly?”
Nate inquired.

“Nothing much,”
Shakespeare said, shrugging. He gazed at the corner where Winona
stored their food and kept their cooking utensils. “Say, you
wouldn’t happen to have any whiskey on hand, would you? The ride
here parched my whistle.’”

“No, we don’t,” Nate
responded, surprised by the request. He rested his elbows on the
table. “I never knew you were much a drinking man.”

“I’m not, but a little now
and again gets the sluggish blood in my veins flowing
properly.”

Blue Water Woman’s brow
creased in contemplation. “You have been doing more drinking lately
than in all the years I’ve known you.” She paused. “Too much
drinking can put a man in his grave.”

Shakespeare snorted. “By my troth, I
care not. A man can die but once and we owe God a
death.”

Nate had never heard his friend speak
in such a manner, and it disturbed him. There must be more to the
drinking than Shakespeare was letting on, but what could it be?
“Well,” Nate commented, “there will be ample to drink at the
Rendezvous. Half the trappers there spend most of their time
drunk.”

“My people will be there,”
Blue Water Woman mentioned. “I look forward to seeing my relatives
and friends again.”

Nate looked at Winona, who was
checking the heat of the water. Her own people, the Shoshones,
would also be at the gathering, as would the Bannocks and the Nez
Percés and perhaps groups from one or two other tribes. Friendly
Indians frequently journeyed hundreds of miles to participate in
the ribald revelry and to trade for horses or guns or whatever else
they wanted.

“This one promises to be
the biggest and best Rendezvous of them all,” Shakespeare said.
“From what I’ve heard, the caravan will bring in enough goods to
outfit an army.”

“Just so they bring enough
money to buy our peltries,” Nate said.

“Don’t worry on that
score. Beaver hides are expected to fetch between four and five
dollars apiece this year.”

Nate whistled in
appreciation of the sum, and hastily calculated he would receive
between twelve and fifteen hundred dollars for his haul, enough to
tide his family over for quite a spell. The price the fur companies
were willing to pay for prime pelts had gone up the past couple of
years, which was a good thing considering there were fewer beaver
around. He planned to save most of the proceeds for future use
since he had no way of knowing what the next year would bring. The
bottom might fall out of the market for all he knew.

“Such high amounts won’t
be paid forever,” Shakespeare remarked as if he could read Nate’s
thoughts. “Sooner or later these mountains will be trapped out or
folks back in the States will stop wearing clothes with beaver fur.
All it will take is a change of fashion and every trapper in the
mountains, both company men and free, will be looking for a new
line of work.”

“I hope the trade lasts
another ten or twelve years,” Nate said.

“If beaver trapping is
still a moneymaking proposition in five years, I’ll be surprised,”
Shakespeare said.

Winona interrupted their conversation
by bringing a pan of steaming water and a tin containing an herbal
mixture to the table and depositing both next to Nate. “Unless you
want your arm to become infected, husband, kindly remove your
shirt.”

Nate glanced at his
friend’s wife.

“It is all right,” Blue
Water Woman said. “I am a Flathead, remember? The men and boys in
my tribe often went around wearing nothing but
breechclouts.”

“I know,” Nate said, but
the idea of undressing in front of another woman, especially the
wife of the man who had taught him everything he knew about life in
the wilderness, still bothered him.

“Hurry up and get that
wound dressed,” Shakespeare said. “I left our horses tied to trees
and I’d like to put them in your corral for the night.”

“I’ll gladly help,” Nate
responded. He stood and swung his chair around, then sat with his
back to the table and peeled off his buckskin shirt. His arm ached
like the dickens, causing him to wince. The bear’s wicked teeth had
torn an inch-long gash in his flesh.

Frowning, Winona obtained a cloth and
began cleaning the jagged cut. “You must take better care of
yourself,” she commented.

“I try my best,” Nate said,
and tried to alleviate her concern by smiling, but she went on
frowning as she continued with her doctoring.

“You’re not doing too bad
compared to all those who have come to the Rockies to live and
wound up like poor Yorick,” Shakespeare interjected.

“Yorick?”

“From old William S.,”
Shakespeare explained, and quoted the text he had in mind. “Alas,
poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio. A fellow of infinite jest, of
most excellent fancy.”

“Oh. That Yorick,” Nate
said.

“You would do well to
broaden your cultural horizons by reading more,” Shakespeare
stated. “Buying that book on William S. was the best investment
I’ve ever made. I couldn’t begin to count the number of hours of
enjoyment I’ve gotten from reading it.”

“I’m
partial to James Fenimore Cooper,” Nate reminded him, thinking of
the last book by Cooper he had read.
Entitled The Last of the
Mohicans, it dealt with the further
adventures of Cooper’s fictional hero Natty Bumppo, woodsman
supreme. He wondered if Cooper had written another book since then,
and made a mental note to find out should he ever venture to St.
Louis again.

“That long-winded cuss
can’t hold a candle to William S.,” Shakespeare said with a tinge
of contempt. “William S. knew folks inside out and told all about
their lives. Cooper writes about people as if they were puppets and
he’s the one pulling the strings.”

“Your bias is showing,”
Nate said.

“Have you
read Hamlet? Macbeth? King
Lear? Read any one of them and you’ll
see right away that I’m right.”

Nate knew better than to
dispute the point. The aged mountaineer possessed an almost
fanatical devotion to the bard who had given him his nickname, and
many was the time the two of them had argued Shakespeare’s merits
and weaknesses long into the wee hours of a cold winter’s night or
while out setting a trap line in some distant valley. No matter
what he might say, no matter how logically persuasive his
arguments, McNair would never accept criticism of William S. “I
just thought of something,” Nate said to change the topic. “I left
almost one hundred pounds of bear meat back up the trail. We’d
better fetch it before some critter helps itself to a
meal.”

“While you are gone Blue
Water Woman and I will prepare the meal,” Winona offered. She was
applying the herbal ointment. “Don’t move yet,” she directed, and
went to a cupboard, from which she took an old blanket. Securing a
knife from the counter in the corner, she cut off two wide strips
and brought them over to Nate. Working expertly, she tightly
bandaged the gash and nodded in satisfaction. “There. If it bleeds
again you must let me know.”

“I will,” Nate promised,
and hastily donned his shirt. He tucked the bottom under his belt,
rose, and gazed fondly at his son, who slumbered on in blissful
repose. How, he mused, could children be such devils when awake yet
so angelic when asleep? He walked over, gave Zach a peck on the
cheek, and stepped to the door. His Hawken was where he had left
it, propped against the wall. In another stride he was outside with
the rifle in hand and squinting in the brilliant
sunlight.

Shakespeare emerged and stretched.
“That sun sure does feel good.”

What a strange remark,
Nate thought. He spied Shakespeare’s animals tied on the north side
of the cabin and strolled over to help collect them. There were the
two saddle mounts and three pack animals laden with beaver hides
and supplies. He waited until they had all the animals stripped and
in the corral before he brought up the matter that most interested
him at the moment. “What is this about you doing a lot of
drinking?”

Shakespeare glanced at the
cabin door, then replied in a low tone. “Why don’t we go get your
bear meat and I’ll fill you in on the way.”

Nate didn’t need to ask to
know that McNair didn’t want Blue Water Woman to overhear whatever
was said. He led the way into the forest, the Hawken in his left
hand, and waited until they had gone twenty yards before giving his
friend a searching look. “Well?”

Rare worry lined
Shakespeare’s face and he averted his gaze and sighed. “This old
body isn’t what it used to be.”

“Are you ill?”

“Worse. I’m wearing
out.”

“Are you kidding me?
You’re as tough and ornery as they come. You’ll last
forever.”

“I wish,” Shakespeare said
softly. He walked several yards before speaking again. “Nate, even
the best-made buckskin britches and shirts all wear out eventually.
They usually fall apart at the seams and can’t be stitched because
the leather is too weak to hold a knot. The same thing is happening
to me.”

Nate forced a smile. “Your arms still
look attached to me.”

“I’m serious, damn you.
About six months ago I started having problems, and it’s getting
worse as time goes on.”

His mentor’s solemn
attitude made Nate realize Shakespeare must be gravely ill. Not
once in all the years Nate had known him had Shakespeare ever
complained of so much as a cold. The mountain man had never been
fazed by the harshest adversity, never been affected by the
severest weather. Shakespeare could hike for miles on end burdened
with a pack weighing upwards of two hundred pounds; he could ride
tirelessly for days through the worst country conceivable; and he
could outwrestle and outshoot practically any man in the Rockies,
Indian or white. Nate had come to regard Shakespeare as
indestructible, and to suddenly have his friend’s mortality borne
home shocked him. “What are the symptoms?” he inquired. “Can you be
more specific?”

“Specific? Sure I can,”
Shakespeare said, and placed a hand on Nate’s shoulder. “I’ll give
it to you as straight as I know how.” He paused. “I’m
dying.”


Chapter Three

It can’t
be! Nate’s mind shrieked. He walked
for over ten yards without saying a word as he tried to cope with
the staggering revelation. His fondness for Shakespeare went beyond
simple friendship. In many respects as a wise mentor, a dependable
partner, and a caring companion Shakespeare was more like a second
father than a friend. He would be hard pressed to decide which man
meant more to him, Shakespeare or his father.

His relationship with his domineering
father, who had always been too busy with work to spend much time
with their family, had been strained for years prior to his
departure for St. Louis. The two had become virtual strangers.
Except for a few polite words at meals and greetings every now and
then, they had rarely spoken to one another.

How different things were with
Shakespeare. McNair was someone he could talk to about anything.
More importantly, Shakespeare accepted him as a man and never
attempted to dictate how he should live his life.

“Care to fill me in?” Nate
asked at length.

“If you insist,”
Shakespeare said, “but it galls me to discuss a personal problem
with another gent, even if he is the best damn pard I ever had, and
that includes your Uncle Zeke. God rest his soul.”

A peculiar lump formed in
Nate’s throat and he coughed lightly.

“Six months or so ago was
when it first began,” Shakespeare reiterated. “I’d wake up in the
morning all stiff in my joints and it would be hard to even lift my
arms. And the condition kept getting worse and worse as the weeks
passed. I tried everything I could think of. Used Indian medicine,
used remedies I’d heard about from many different folks I’d met
through the years, and even went off by myself and dug a sweat
hole. Sat in it three days running and didn’t feel a bit better
when I rode back to my cabin.”

Nate had seen such sweat holes before.
They were frequently resorted to by mountaineers who had spine or
muscle complaints and wanted a reliable cure.

The afflicted usually dug a round hole
about three or four feet deep and three feet in diameter. Then a
fire was made in the middle of the hole and kept blazing until the
earth in the hole was hot to the touch. After the fire was
extinguished, a seat or log was placed in the hole and the person
stripped down as far as was necessary and put a container of water
near the seat. The next to last step entailed covering the hole
with blankets or heavy hides.

There the afflicted would sit, dashing
water on the sides and bottom, while great waves of heat radiated
from all sides and caused the sweat to run in rivers. The person
stayed under the robes for as long as he could stand it, then
emerged and took a dip in a cold stream or spring.

After repeated treatments of
alternating hot and cold, most people recovered from their
ailments. Few were ever so bothered again. Many trappers swore by
sweat holes and would use no other cure.

“I knew I was in trouble
when the sweat hole didn’t work,” Shakespeare was saying. “So I
went to talk to a Flathead medicine man who is a good friend of
mine and asked his advice. He supplied herbs even I didn’t know of
and I tried them too.”

“No luck?”

“None. Then, one day, a
few trappers I know stopped by my cabin. They had a bottle of
whiskey along and offered to share a drink. Although I don’t make
it a habit to drink now like I did in my younger days, I obliged
them.”

“The whiskey made you feel
better?”

Shakespeare nodded.
“Damned if it didn’t. When I woke up the next morning my body
wasn’t as sore as it usually became. They’d left the unfinished
bottle with me, so that evening I drank more right before I turned
in. And guess what? The next morning my joints hardly hurt at
all.”

“So you’ve been drinking
regularly ever since,” Nate said.

“Every night, leastwise. I
bought a couple of bottles from old Pete Jaconetty. He always has a
case of the stuff stored in his cabin. But now I’m running low and
I need more.”

“Which you plan to buy at
the Rendezvous.”

“Exactly,” Shakespeare
said, and scowled. “One other thing, though. As the weeks have gone
by, the whiskey is helping less and less. I don’t know why, but I’m
starting to ache like the dickens again in the morning, and
sometimes in the middle of the day.”

They walked in silence for
a spell. Nate put himself in Shakespeare’s place and felt
overwhelming sympathy. It must be extremely frustrating for the
aged mountain man to be so impaired. Shakespeare had always been a
robust man with boundless energy. This had to be affecting his
spirit as much as his body. “Why don’t you go to St. Louis and see
a doctor there?”

“I thought about it. But
to tell you the truth, I’ve never been fond of doctors of our race.
They’re always too ready to pour their drugs down your throat or
cut into you with their little knives. Give me an Indian medicine
man any day. They use natural remedies and they let a man keep his
blood.”

“What choice do you have?
You might die if you don’t go.”

“Then I die.”

“Just like
that?”

“We all owe God a death,”
Shakespeare said, repeating the quote he’d used in the
cabin.

“Maybe so, but I never took
you for a quitter. If a man is still breathing, he has hope. Until
they plant him in the ground and throw dirt on his face he should
fight for his life with all the means at his disposal.”

“That’s easy for you to
say. You’re still a young man.”

“What difference does that
make?”

“Sometimes older folks see
things differently. Sometimes they just grow tired of
living.”

“You’re being
ridiculous.”

“Am I? Imagine a woman who
has been married for forty or fifty years. Suddenly her husband
dies and she’s left all alone in this hard world. She lives on a
while but the loneliness eats at her soul and she gets to thinking
about joining her husband in death. So she walks off into the
forest without food or water, picks a spot under a tree, and sits
there until she’s too weak to go anywhere and she slowly passes
away.”

“You knew a woman who did
that?”

“My mother.”

Again they hiked without speaking,
Nate disturbed beyond measure. There must be something he could say
or do to convince his friend to go to St. Louis.

“She’s not the only one I
know of,” Shakespeare said after a while. “I’ve known whites and
Indians who did the same thing or close to it. One old Sioux brave
got so tired of hobbling around camp using a crutch to get by that
he simply took off all his weapons and went out across the prairie
until he encountered a grizzly bear.”

Nate bowed his head. The
old warrior must have been incredibly courageous to do such a
thing. Could Shakespeare be right? Was he incapable of
understanding? After all, he was young and healthy and vibrant with
life. He had no true idea of what it must be like to be ill for
months or years on end or to have his body betray him by becoming
progressively weaker with age. And although there had been times
when he had been alone, he’d never experienced the abject
loneliness such as Shakespeare’s mother had known.

“It’s not that I want to
die,” the mountain man remarked wistfully. “I was looking forward
to a long life with Blue Water Woman.”

“Then go to St. Louis and
be examined by a physician,” Nate urged.

“I’d rather
not.”

“What harm can it
do?”

“No.”

“You’re being stubborn,”
Nate said in exasperation.

“You’re absolutely right.
I’ve been a mule-headed cuss all of my born days and I’m too old to
change now. So forget about St. Louis.”

“You might find a
cure.”

“Drop the
subject.”

“But”

“Drop it, I say!”
Shakespeare snapped.

Startled, Nate faced
forward. His friend had never spoken to him so sternly before and
it shocked him. There had been a tinge of something else in
Shakespeare’s tone, an indefinable quality that if he didn’t know
better might have been a trace of fear. But such a notion was
ridiculous. Shakespeare wasn’t afraid of anything on God’s green
earth.

After a spell Shakespeare cleared his
throat. “Sorry, Nate. There was no call for me to lash out at you
like I did. I appreciate your concern.”

Nate had a thought.
Perhaps Shakespeare was leery of traveling such a great distance
because he might perish along the way. The prospect of becoming too
weak to travel and lying helpless on the prairie while hostiles or
wild beasts closed in would dissuade any man. “I’d even go with
you,” he volunteered. “I’d like to see how much St. Louis has grown
since I was there last.”

“I’m not going and that’s
final.”

“We could take our wives
and Zach with us,” Nate said, trying one last tack.

Shakespeare grunted in
disapproval. “And you have the gall to call me stubborn! When you
sink your teeth into something you don’t let go come hell or high
water.” He chuckled. “You would have made a dandy
wolverine.”

For the next mile neither man
spoke.

Nate’s mind raced as he
tried to think of a means to help his mentor. There must be
something he could do. Some of Winona’s people were well versed in
the healing arts and might be able to help. So might medicine men
from other friendly tribes such as the Crows or the Pawnees.
Shakespeare was partial to the Flatheads but they weren’t the only
tribe who boasted skilled healers.

Nate ceased his
contemplation to survey the ground ahead, recalling landmarks he’d
passed

during his mad run to the
cabin. Instead of sticking to the trail he’d simply made a frantic
beeline, and he recollected passing a certain boulder with a jagged
upper rim shortly after stashing his makeshift pack. Once he
located the boulder, finding the right tree would be child’s
play.

It took several minutes until the
boulder appeared.

Nate lifted an arm and
pointed, about to make mention of the fact to Shakespeare, when
from up ahead there arose a series of feral growls and snarls.
Instantly he crouched, the Hawken in both hands, and peered through
the vegetation to try and glimpse the animals
responsible.

“Wolves,” Shakespeare
whispered, down on one knee.

“They must have found the
cache!” Nate exclaimed softly, and rose without thinking. After all
the trouble he had gone to in obtaining the bear meat, he wasn’t
about to stand idly by and let a pack of wolves consume it. He
dashed forward, treading as lightly as possible, angry but not
foolhardy.

Wolves rarely attacked
humans. Quite often they would gather in the darkness around a
flickering campfire and gaze in curious wonder at the men who had
made it. Frequently they would sit there and howl as if they might
be trying to converse in their eerie, primitive fashion. Only when
they were rabid or starved were they dangerous, as Nate had found
out some years ago when he’d nearly been slain by a small
pack.

A thicket reared between him and the
tree where the bear meat was cached. Stepping on the balls of his
feet, he glided soundlessly to the right until he could view the
tree and the snarling wolves.

There were seven, all told, five
adults and two young ones. Their coats were gray, their sleek
bodies rippling with muscles as they padded in circles around the
trunk of the pine. The meat rested securely in a fork over eight
feet above the ground, and now and again one of the adults would
take a flying leap and try to snare the bear hide in its teeth. So
far they had failed, but several times the largest of the pack came
close enough to snip off fragments of bear hair.

Nate squatted and debated.
Given time the wolves would drift elsewhere if they couldn’t get
the meat. But knowing their vaunted persistence, he realized hours
might elapse before they admitted defeat, hours he was not willing
to waste in waiting.

He could see what had
attracted them. Blood had dripped out of the hide, trickled down
the trunk, and formed a tiny puddle at the base of the tree. No
doubt the wolves had caught the airborne scent of the blood and
come to investigate. A wry grin curled his lips. At least he should
be thankful a grizzly hadn’t picked up the scent.

His thumb resting on the
hammer, he held still and watched. The leader of the pack was a
huge brute, about the same size as Samson, in the prime of its
life. He didn’t want to shoot it if he could avoid such an
eventuality since he had an aversion to killing any game unless he
needed food or a hide. He could always sew together a wolf skin cap
from the pelt, but he already owned a few hats and had no desire
for a new one, even if the wolf skin variety was quite the fashion
rage among the trapping fraternity.

Perhaps he could scare them off.
Wolves, like most wild creatures, possessed an instinctive wariness
of humans. Even grizzlies, on occasion, would wheel and flee at the
sight of a human, although such timidity was the exception rather
than the rule.

Girding himself, Nate
stood and advanced a few strides. Immediately the wolves froze in
their tracks and glanced at him. Not one displayed the slightest
fear. He waved the rifle at them and yelled, thinking the sound of
his voice would rout them. “Go! Get lost! That’s my meat and you’re
not going to have it!”

Instead of fleeing, the huge male
snarled and sprang.


Chapter Four

Nate tried to bring the rifle to bear,
but the wolf was on him before he could level the barrel. It
crashed into the gun, its jaws ripping at his throat, its heavy
weight staggering him backwards. Hot breath fanned his neck, and
then he lashed out with the stock and clipped the beast a solid
blow on the side of its skull.

The wolf fell and with uncanny
coordination landed on all fours. In a twinkling it crouched,
bracing its leg muscles for another jump.

From the right and left other wolves
closed in.

Stepping back, Nate lifted
the rifle to his shoulder. He’d get one with the Sharps and
possibly another with a pistol. After that he must rely on his long
butcher knife and count on Shakespeare to come to his aid. Where
was McNair, anyway? He saw a bush to the south tremble and
expected

his friend to dart into the open with
his rifle blasting.

Out of that bush came
something, all right, but it wasn’t the mountain man. A snarling
black brute of a dog streaked into the midst of the wolves, its
massive jaws tearing every which way in savage abandon. The
ferocious momentum of its attack scattered the pack, all except for
the leader. It spun to meet the dog and their shoulders collided.
The wolf, which weighed a hundred and forty pounds or better, was
bowled over by the impact but promptly scrambled erect.

And then a battle ensued such as few
men had been privileged to witness. Nate stared in anxious
fascination as the two beasts fought in a swirl of flashing limbs,
white teeth, and throaty growls. They moved too fast for the human
eye to follow, and he marked the progress of the clash with
difficulty. He saw both animals tear chunks of fur and flesh from
the other. Often they were pressed muzzle to muzzle, rolling over
and over, back and forth. An instant later they would be upright,
their mouths darting out with snakelike speed.

He glanced once at the other wolves.
The rest of the pack had gathered under trees a dozen yards to the
north, observing the conflict in typical stoic lupine silence. None
made a move to interfere. This was a fight to the death between
their leader and the black dog, a fight as primal, as elemental, as
their existence itself. Nature had endowed them with a primitive
code of conduct that prevented them from taking sides in personal
disputes. And to them this was just such a dispute. In their eyes
the leader had been challenged for leadership of the pack, and he
must prove himself fit to hold that post or forfeit his life for
his failure.

Several times Nate tried
to help the dog, to snap off a shot, but the constant whirl of
motion made a certain hit impossible and he wouldn’t risk hitting
the dog. So he impatiently waited for the outcome, which came so
abruptly he was caught unawares.

The dog and wolf were
spinning and biting in a dizzying display of speed and agility when
there arose an agonized yelp and for a moment they were still, the
wolf’s broken front leg held in the iron grip of the big dog’s
teeth. Shifting, the dog let go of the leg and swept its mouth up
and in. Those wicked teeth closed on the wolf’s exposed throat and
bit deep. Blood spurted. The wolf stiffened and vented a plaintive
howl of despair, then desperately attempted to free itself. In so
doing, it only tore its own throat wider still, spraying a crimson
geyser onto the grass.

Rumbling like an enraged grizzly, the
dog worried the throat back and forth in its jaws until the wolf
sagged. For another minute it held on, its teeth grinding ever
deeper. Finally, satisfied the wolf was dead, the dog released its
hold and turned to face the pack.

The wolves waited
expectantly.

Advancing a stride, with a harsh snarl
the dog sent them running. They vanished into the undergrowth like
shadowy ghosts from a goblin realm.

“Thanks, Samson,” Nate said
softly.

The dog turned and padded up to him.
Blood from a score of wounds matted its sides and back. There was
an especially nasty gash on its neck where the wolf had nearly
succeeded in obtaining a death hold, and above one eye hung a flap
of partially severed skin.

“You always know right
when to show up, don’t you?” Nate commented, squatting so he could
examine the wounds carefully. None were life threatening but there
always existed the chance of infection. The gash and the torn skin
should be tended as soon as possible.
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