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  ***




  Northwest Louisiana Territory, October, 1826




  




  The young trapper named Lucas McCarty stood knee-deep in the cool waters of the Rocky Mountain stream. Bending over, he lowered the Newhouse trap to the streambed below, into which he anchored the device securely. With his hand, he clumped and stirred the mud, concealing the trap’s powerful steel jaws. Next, he pulled his knife and with it he honed the end of a willow sapling to a fine point. Shoving the pointed end into the muddy bottom, he positioned the leafy end above the water, directly over the steel apparatus. Lastly, he fumbled inside his leather possibles bag and removed a small bottle filled with the beaver castoreum.




  Lucas pulled the cork and splashed the leaves thoroughly. When finished, he waded fifty-yards downstream and stepped up to the dry bank where his sorrel had been waiting patiently.




  “That’s the last one, ol’ boy,” he said to the horse, as he wiped his bare feet on the grass.




  “Now we just have to wait for Henry to get back with our supplies.” The horse snorted and bucked its muscular neck, appearing to agree with the remark.




  While Lucas sat on the ground, wiping the rest of the mud from his feet, the sun was on the verge of sinking behind the mountain peaks to the West. The young man of twenty had learned a great deal about this frontier, which he and his older brother had traveled to only three years before. He had also realized early on that the western frontier wasn’t to be taken lightly. Vicious, cruel intent lurked where one least expected it. However, he also had discovered that the Rocky Mountains held more majestic and natural beauty than he’d ever seen before in his entire life.




  As Lucas climbed back to his feet, the sorrel whinnied and flared its nostrils wide, showing signs of fear and distress.




  “What’s wrong, boy?” whispered Lucas. His eyes scanned the thicket of fir trees in front of him. Behind him a loud roar erupted from a beast that snapped and bored through trees branches with ease. Unexpectedly, a giant grizzly sprang from the shadows.




  Panic stricken, the sorrel jerked, reared, and darted through the trees with the Lucas’ long rifle strapped to its side. Instinctively, with a smooth jerk from his belt, the frontiersman swung his pistol level and fired. The lead ball plunged into the bear’s chest, igniting a roar from snarling teeth.




  Undeterred by the shot, the grizzly commenced forth, and Lucas pulled his hatchet, sliced the air with a downward chop, opening a deep, bloody gash at the animal’s shoulder. Again, the beast roared and a swooping paw soon followed, thrashing Lucas against his chest, knocking him to the ground in a daze. Trying to escape, Lucas dug his feet and hands into grass, pushing himself in reverse. The bear charged, exhaling short grunts and roars while frothy saliva hung from its mouth.




  “Go on. Get out of here!” Lucas yelled. His chest burned with fire as he flailed his arms in an attempt to coerce the beast to run away. But the bear charged ahead.




  Lucas stumbled once and then rose to his feet. With another swipe, the grizzly’s claws ripped tender muscle on the mountain man’s left shoulder, knocking him to the ground once more. While the bear paused, Lucas raised his hatchet and came down with another swing. The forged steel struck solidly, splitting the grizzly’s nose, causing blood to spew. With another venting roar, the grizzly shook its boulder-sized head and, unexpectedly, fled down the bank, and up the mountainside. As it tromped out of earshot, Lucas fell back.
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