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Chapter 1

The night was cool. In the air was the hint of snow. It was late in the season to be heading deeper into the forested mountains, but the mink and beaver pelts would be prime and only add to the pelts he’d taken already, earlier in the season. Rowdy Delts crouched near the campfire and poured himself another cup of coffee. He listened to the sounds beyond the crackling of the campfire and heard, first, his horse and pack-mule snorting. Above him, the treetops were brushing back and forth against one another. Farther off, below his camp, was the talking of the water in the river as it fell over the smooth rocks. All were sounds Rowdy would expect to hear in the mountains while still below the timberline. There was something else though. Hearing it didn’t frighten him, but it did make him instinctively move away from the firelight. He set his cup of coffee down without spilling it. He got into the shadows of the cool night and as he did, he withdrew one of his Navy Colt revolvers from his sash. He let his eyes adjust to the darkness before making another move, low to the ground.

He could smell the men approaching before he heard them. They were talking between themselves. Rowdy could tell they were cautious men. They hadn’t walked right into the firelight. They became silent for a moment before doing what was customary in the wilderness—one of them called out, “Hello, in the camp, anyone there?”

Rowdy hesitated. He listened to hear if the two men were talking between themselves. If they were, it was a sign of conspiring. When it was only silence between the two men, Rowdy called back, “Come on in where I can see ya. Slow.”

The two men were tall and lean. Both of them were bearded and longhaired. They’d not seen a town in a while, quite a while, but they wore store-bought clothes, patched and worn threadbare, but store-bought all the same. Rowdy determined they were not mountain men. But he couldn’t help but wonder what they were doing here in the wilderness on foot, up in the altitude near the timberline.

“Help yourself to coffee if you want,” Rowdy said.

“Where you at, mister? My name’s John Edwards, this here is my partner Graham Nixon.” The one with the dark beard was doing the talking.

“I’ll be in directly. Just taking care of some natural business,” Rowdy lied. A person could never be too careful. Strangers were liable to be any kind of man, especially the kind that goes walking in the mountains during a day’s dark hours.

Rowdy watched his guests as they squatted next to the diminishing campfire. They warmed their hands over the flames for a moment. Then the man with the red beard, Graham Nixon, withdrew from their only saddlebag a jug and two cups. They mixed into their cups coffee and a dash of what was in the jug—shine, most likely. They both made satisfied sighs when they’d drunk.

“Go on and sit down,” Rowdy called from the darkness, “I’m coming back directly.”

The two men muttered something to themselves and then sat cross-legged on their bedrolls. It was another full minute of studying the two men before Rowdy showed himself. He still had his pistol in his hand, held down at his side. The second of the pair he’d left in his sash. He stepped into the fading firelight and said in an even tone, “Name’s Rowdy Delts. You boys are living dangerous walking in the dark, up in these mountains.”

* * * *

The fella who’d called himself John Edwards, with the long dark beard, smiled up at Rowdy. He’d seen right off the pistol held in Rowdy’s hand. Saw that it was held ready if needed. He’d also noted to himself that Rowdy was buckskin-clad, a true man of the wilderness, who was accustomed to many a long month away from civilization. He’d also noticed Rowdy to be a tall rangy individual. John Edwards judged the mountain man as being quick with his wit and weapon as he’d been cautious in dealing with strangers such as himself and his partner.

“My name’s John Edwards, Rowdy Delts. This here is Graham Nixon. And, well we thank ya for letting us into your camp,” John Edwards said as a way of introduction.

* * * *

Rowdy continued standing with his pistol in his hand. He did, though, bend down and pick up his cup of coffee and was glad it hadn’t gotten cold. He took a gulp of the brew. Then after taking a second sip he asked, “What are you boys doing afoot in the wilderness, and at night?”

As of yet, Graham Nixon hadn’t uttered a word. He was looking up at Rowdy, studying him as much as Rowdy was studying them. But, after John Edwards hesitated answering Rowdy’s question, Graham spoke right up with a clear low voice that carried in it education and proper diction of the English language.

He said, “Well, sir. Ed and I have been traveling from San Francisco. Moreover, Mr. Delts, to be quite honest, we’re not mountain men as I can tell you are, definitely. If I may be so bold as to assume that is your profession.”

“That I am. I have the pelts in my pack to prove it as well as some gold in my poke to show for my enterprise,” Rowdy said. As quick as he’d said it, he regretted the boast. He’d revealed too much about himself to total strangers. But, living in the wilderness will do that to even the man who holds his council as close as Rowdy usually did his.

Edwards spoke right up then and said, “I’m surely glad to have wandered into your camp then, Rowdy Delts. You can give us good advice on which way to head to get to a town or a trading post, or military fort, some establishment of any kind. We’re plumb down to nothing. Water in our canteens and whatever vegetation we can find is what we’ve sustained ourselves on.”

“I can do that and happy to do so. But, it’ll be a long walk, maybe a week or two. I’ll give you fellas some grub to stake you. I can give you some advice on how to find food while walking out of these here mountains. But, tell me one thing if you don’t mind?” Rowdy asked.

“We wouldn’t mind at all, friend. I hope we can consider each other friends?” Graham said, with perfect diction. He smiled up at Rowdy and toasted him by raising his cup of coffee to him.

Rowdy toasted back by raising his cup and returned the smile. He put his pistol back in his sash, approached his own campfire, and sat down. He was within reach of his firewood so he put some more on the bed of red embers, that instantly began to burn with growing flames, brightening the camp.

Graham explained their situation. “You understand, Rowdy, we’ve been in the seaport of San Francisco for many a year; working the docks as harbormaster’s assistances. Before that—well both of us had made the long journey from New York City on the boat, months and months at sea. A very arduous trip it was. On that boat is where John and myself became acquainted and when we landed in San Francisco we decided that until our lot improved we’d partner up and pool our earnings to keep us in food and shelter.”

At this point Rowdy poured himself more coffee only to find the pot nearly empty. There wasn’t much more than a sip or two left.

“Well, boys,” Rowdy interrupted Graham, “it looks like that’s the last of the coffee till morning. There’s fresh water in the small keg yonder, if’n you need to whet your whistles.”

Ed smiled and shook his head. “No need, friend,” he picked up the little jug they’d brought with them, “we can keep thirst at bay with a little of this; shine. We’ve been nursing this along for quite a spell.”

And without being asked or offering, Ed poured a generous portion into Rowdy’s cup. Rowdy appreciated the chance to taste some corn squeezings. He’d not had a taste of it for nearly six months. He was sure his own appearance made that fact apparent to each of the men.

Ed splashed a thimble-full in each of his and Graham’s cups and gestured to Rowdy, once again, his health and loudly sipped his portion. Graham smiled and did like-wise.

“And, so Rowdy, when Ed and I heard of other ways of making riches in the gold and silver camps of the mountains, we scratched together our meager savings and headed east.”

Rowdy had sipped his coffee-shine cocktail and felt a burn run down his gullet that settled into his belly. It was warm and soothing. He nodded his head loosely as he listened to Graham, and told him casually, sleepily, “Well, tomorrow you follow that stream back yonder the way it’s flowing and it’ll lead you to a settlement. There’s a lumberjack operation there as well as several mining operations.” Rowdy drank again from his cup, nearly draining it this time.

“Have you been to this camp?” Graham asked.

Rowdy shook his head with a big smile on his face. “No sir, I have not. I ventured to this spot from the other side of the pass.”

A moment of silence fell between the men and finally Rowdy asked, “What happened to your mounts, boys?”

Ed and Graham looked first at each other and then, smiling, looked at Rowdy. Ed explained, “Friend…” he laughed, “…we’re not men used to handling livestock or wilderness living. And them damn horses just run off from us and left us stranded up in that other pass way up yonder where it’s beginning to snow already.”

Rowdy had taken another sip of his relaxing drink and nodded. He chuckled a little bit and then shook his head and said, “It’s fortunate you boys stumbled into camp. No telling what might have happened to you otherwise.”

The last thing Rowdy remembered was Ed and Graham agreeing with him and laughing along with him.


Chapter 2



When Rowdy awoke, the sun was up high enough in the sky to shine directly down on him through the treetops. His campfire was cold, and with the exception of his two Navy Colts, his Hawken rifle and his bedroll, all his worldly possessions were gone. Along with his possessions, John Edwards, and Graham Nixon were nowhere to be seen.




Chapter 3

Coming down along the trail with the mining camp below him in plain view, Rowdy Delts could hear the sounds of civilized industry. There was the rutted, muddy logging road he was walking. Moreover, occasionally the far-off holler of a voice warning, “Timber!” followed by the crackling, popping sound of a tree being felled. The sound of the voice and thunderous crash echoed off the sheer vertical mountainsides. There was also the haze of smoke in the gorge, cook fires, campfires and just plain fires of loggers burning brush and unwanted pine boughs.

It would be good to be back in a civilized establishment. Especially after being hoodwinked by John Edwards, and Graham Nixon. Rowdy had tried trailing them to recover his stolen property, only to lose the trail after a day. It was evident that the two swindlers had more sense about the mountains and horseback riding than they’d admitted. And whatever was in the jug that rendered Rowdy unconscious had left him cloudy in the head for nearly a week afterwards. With that embarrassment punishing him, Rowdy had decided to head back up into the mountains, with the bare essentials. He knew he could still hunt some pelts to sell and earn some gold for his purse. Then, he’d be able to get a trail on Ed and Graham to exact revenge.

He’d put a hard winter behind him. He had four bundles of prime beaver hides. He’d salvaged something of his pride after being left destitute.

Rowdy descended further into the gorge. He was toting his hides on a travois. He was his own beast of burden and the mining camp was still a two-hour walk on the trail.

The view of the town became clearer as he descended further. Rowdy stopped to rest. He had a view of a high mountain meadow. There were a number of holes dug in the ground, blotching the green grass of spring at the edge of the trees. Further along the trail, there were mounds, rocky, gravely dirt, mounded up as if these holes had been dug, then refilled. Rowdy counted a dozen or so of the holes. They were randomly scattered over the meadow. He studied them as he regained his breath. He couldn’t make out in his mind what the holes were used for. Instinctively he decided to steer clear of them. If they were a miner’s claim, he didn’t want to get shot for just being curious.

The town’s buildings and streets became recognizable as he descended. Rowdy concentrated on getting to it, selling his bounty then finding any information about those two Jaspers, John Edwards, and Graham Nixon. If they had passed through anytime in the previous six months, Rowdy knew he could track them down.

His determination came to a cautious halt. The sound of a horse approaching could be heard, its hooves clattering on a rocky trail parallel to the one Rowdy was using. The sound got closer. Rowdy put a hand on one of his Navy Colts, just in case. The horse with its rider emerged in a clearing just up ahead of Rowdy.

The rider didn’t see Rowdy right off. He reined his mount to a stop, looked this way and that and when he did spot Rowdy looking at him, the rider calmly nodded as if seeing a mountain man in Rowdy’s rough condition was normal.

Rowdy nodded back and then removed his hand from the butt of his Colt. The rider’s horse was one rough, sturdy, sure-footed mustang, a well-groomed dapple gray. It was impatient to get moving. The rider was a clean-shaven, rather well-dressed cowpoke in clean store-bought clothes.

The rider finally asked, “You been a while in the timberline?”

Rowdy smiled. This man was the first white man he’d talked with in six months. “A long time, yes indeed. What’s the name of this camp down yonder?” Rowdy said.

The rider took a long drink from his canteen before answering, “Ain’t really got a name; started up cause of the timber. People stayed cause of the ore, mostly gold, some silver. This entire area is called Timber Gorge.”

“My name’s Delts, Rowdy Delts. Is there a fur buyer down this way? These furs are getting to be burdensome to tote much farther,” Rowdy said.

The rider swung down from the saddle with ease, and holding his canteen out to Rowdy, walked the horse over to him. “Drink your fill, Mr. Delts. My name’s Harvey Baum. We’ll load that burden of yours onto Rage here and walk down together.”

“I thank you, Mr. Baum. You are the first friendly white man I’ve come across. The last two were charlatans. They left me robbed and destitute.”

Once the furs had been secured to Harvey’s horse, Rage, the two began walking down the logging road to town. On the way, Rowdy told Harvey of his grave error the previous autumn. He continued by saying, “Once I realized I wasn’t going to find them two thieves I decided I’d better get back to collecting furs. Coming back to civilization with nothing to show for my efforts but a tale of woe would only show me as a laughing stock and sad sap.”

Harvey did chuckle a bit and said, “Mr. Delts, brag is the downfall of many a cowboy as well as a mountain man. At one time or another, all of us end up regretting our own words.

“Myself? I am a hunter for the establishments down below. Late in the fall of the year, I drive cattle up from the ranches down in the far valleys so the camp has meat to tie them over during the cold months and, in the summer, I hunt the high country for wild game. I have several lumber outfits and both mine operations paying me to bring in meat for their crews. I’m just returning from a ride up in the high meadows to see how the elk calving appears to have gone.”

“I seen plenty elk and deer calves. With wolves dang near hunted out, more of the little ones is growing up,” Rowdy said.

“That’s good information to have,” Harvey Baum said.

The establishment of Timber Gorge was a rough congregation of tents, cabins and log-hewn places of business. The first thing Rowdy realized was how much noise a gathering of enterprising folks could make. Conversations between men on the boardwalk were clear and loud enough as a theatrical performance. Wagons rattled up and down the rutted dirt street, dogs barked and chased about, and people called to one another from one end of town to the other.

Harvey was in the middle of instructing Rowdy as to where to sell his furs, get a bath, buy some clothes and find a place to bed down for the night when, among all the clamor going on around him, Rowdy distinguished a single voice he recognized, the clear proper distinctive pronunciations of Graham Nixon.

“Harvey? Do you hear that man in there, talking?” Rowdy asked.

Harvey paused and listened for a moment and then said, “No, I don’t, Rowdy. Where’s it coming from?”

Rowdy pointed to the dark opening of a saloon. There was a sign over the door that read, Whiskey-Beer. Harvey nodded and said, “That’s one of the saloons. A man who goes by the name of, Tinsedale owns it. Nice place to get liquored up. It ain’t got a stick of class about it though.”

Rowdy started for the darkened door. Over his shoulder to Harvey he said, “Mr. Baum, you have been a big help to me and if I do not come out of this establishment alive you can have the cash from the sale of my furs.”

Harvey didn’t say anything. He couldn’t leave Rage tied up with a small fortune in furs tied to his back so he followed to the boardwalk and waited. Rowdy entered the Whiskey-Beer saloon through a pair of swinging doors.


Chapter 4

The smells inside the saloon was more pungent than any smell Rowdy had breathed in twelve months. At one time or another, he had dwelt inside similar establishments as this one. When he had money and friends to spend it with, but that had been some time ago, now. As his eyes adjusted to the dimly-lit saloon, Rowdy located Graham Nixon and his distinctive tone of voice.

Graham sat at a table against the wall to the right of the door. He was in excellent pronunciation talking to a miner about having made an arduous journey and working in the San Francisco harbor before coming to the opportunity that was the camp in Timber Gorge.

“I would say, rather, that my hardship has made me a more astute person of the human condition and the forthright intestinal firmness of which it can instill in a man to triumph over it,” Graham was pontificating.

Rowdy approached, casting a darker shadow upon Graham. The swindler continued talking, but glanced up at Rowdy, and not recognizing him returned his attention to the miner. When Rowdy crowded the table, Graham said, “Friend, if you wait, momentarily I will conclude my discussion with Mr. Dolan here and we can speak.”

“Those are some pretty nice duds you’re wearing, Graham. Does John Edwards dude himself up so nice?” Rowdy asked.

It was difficult to see Graham’s true expression but the man leaned back in his chair, looked up at Rowdy for a moment, and then shook his head slowly, as if he could not believe what he was seeing.

“Mister? You’re interrupting us,” Mr. Dolan said.

Rowdy glanced at the miner as if to dismiss a child and said, “Mister Dolan, I believe I am doing you a favor; unless you want to be swindled out of everything you own, like this man here did to me.”

It was then the miner tugged at a piece of paper Graham had his elbow on as if claiming possession. Graham leaned forward and said, “Mister Delts, is it? Well, what a sight for sore eyes you are!”

Rowdy let Mr. Dolan, the miner, take possession of his piece of paper and leave the premises. The fetid air in the saloon smelled more of sawdust right then than anything else. Behind Rowdy, the owner, Tinsedale, who was dressed in descent clothes and white apron, was sprinkling fresh sawdust on the floor. He layered the floor extra deep with the sawdust near Graham. At the same time, several of the saloon patrons quietly put greater distance between themselves and the stranger talking to Graham.

“How much did you sell my furs for when you got here?” Rowdy asked.

Graham shifted in his chair, scraping it on the floor, turning it slightly toward Rowdy. “Rowdy…Delts? Correct am I? Well, the sale of the furs was enough to be proud of—”

“And where are my horse and mule?” Rowdy asked.

“Sold also, I’m afraid, but in good care,” Graham answered.

“Then I want all of it returned plus my gold you stole from me,” Rowdy stated and stood square in front of Graham, making the crook lean backwards so his shoulders were pinned against the wall.

The floorboards behind Rowdy creaked. Rowdy sensed he was now at a disadvantage. Graham smiled and stood suddenly, pushing Rowdy backwards. There, to Rowdy’s left, was John Edwards, with a derringer aimed at him; dressed just as nice as Graham was. And to his right, now, Graham in all his fine clothes held a long knife, a toad sticker. The blade looked rusty in the dim light, but Rowdy knew it was dried blood that dulled its shine.

John spoke. “Mister Delts, you was a victim of your own choosing and no one to blame but your rube-self for letting us take your gear. Lesson learned.”

“Thieving is thieving no matter how it’s accomplished,” Rowdy said.

“Well, friend—we are still friends I hope; your gold is spent, your furs was traded for grub, clothes and housing, and your horse and mule is gone. There’s nothing for you to take back, or us to give back if we was a mind to,” John said and cocked the derringer, making a distinct clicking sound.

More people moved further away. From outside, Rowdy heard Harvey Baum ask, “What’s going on in there? Rowdy! Rowdy Delts, are you all right?”

Graham and John glanced at one another.

“He’s got friends,” John said.

Graham made a thrusting motion with the knife toward Rowdy. Rowdy stepped back. The movement allowed what little daylight peeking through the door to show everyone who was witnessing the showdown, that Graham, in his fine clothes and smooth articulation of the English language, was nothing more than a cutthroat.

At the same instant, from outside someone answered Harvey’s question by saying, “Looks like trouble in there, Harvey, stand clear.”

And, at the same time, John raised the derringer just slightly to take better aim at Rowdy, who he had clear intentions of shooting.

Rowdy’s response to all this when it was clear he had no option was to cross-draw his two Navy Colts from his sash and, still holding them cross-armed he fired simultaneously, filling the saloon with thunder and spent powder. Graham and John flew backwards off their feet and crashed to the floor. Graham fell right where the owner had just spread the extra sawdust. John landed on his rear end and fired the derringer, its slug striking the ceiling only inches above Rowdy’s head, splintering wood.
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