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Josh and Zeke’s penchant for adventure, passion for love, and a monumental fear for their lives, have caused them to flee the family plantation in coastal South Carolina with no destination in mind, only a direction, to head west to live on the frontier in a land where no one knows who they are. Lacking experience in a wilderness life, and having little knowledge of dealing with and defending themselves from the highly experienced Indian warriors, they willingly leave their eastern civilization in hopes of finding a place so remote, they could finally be alone to allow their relationship to grow. Only the power of their love gives each man the strength, determination, and fortitude to endure all that the wilderness could fling in their faces. Their life and love inspire new friends, as they often use their skills learned in war to put their lives on the line to help total strangers survive as well.
They learn how to hunt wildlife for food, and track the ferocious Kaga Ozuye demon warriors to ensure the survival of their new friend Yuma. With the help of an old ally from their past, and John Bridger—brother of famed mountain man and explorer James Bridger, they battle renegade former confederate soldiers, and attacks by a vicious Sioux tribe. They sought paradise, but soon learn that finding a haven for love is a constant battle they must fight for, and they would do so, because they would let no man, beast, or wild Indian stop them. No matter how tough the fight, their love for each other still remained supremely more important than all that the world could throw at them.
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Dedication
This is booked is dedicated to my longtime friend Rick Wooley who has been there for me time and again. Every time we talk is like we just spoke the day before. His advice is well taken, even when he is right and I am wrong—increasing his value all the more. Good loyal friends like Rick are found only on the top shelf, and are well worth the reach.
Finally, to my fans who ask about my beagles: Huckie and Mickey. They are doing fine, getting older, gaining gray hairs, and always ready to meet a new friend. They love our new home, but not as much as they love their daily walks around the parks where they spend time making new markings and new friends.
Revised Edition Note
Many readers spotted a few errors in the type of this sequel, and I have written the rough draft for Part III of the war series called The War Beyond. This required a few changes to Part II to set up the new adventure. This revision gave my new editor a chance to work on the old story as well as the new additions. I hope you enjoy the story as much as I did in writing this revised edition.
The War Ahead Part II
Revised Edition 2010
ONE
Josh felt uneasy with the situation surrounding him so he hurriedly tied the final load of supplies as the second packhorse shook his head to discourage an annoying, pesky fly. Josh’s twisted emotions flipped back and forth like the old black cook in the plantation’s kitchen, flipping flapjacks from a hot, black iron pan. His brow wrinkled with worry because he felt a bit anxious to get out of Denver, a feeling that made the short hairs on the back of his neck rise like a cat hunched down in preparation for a pounce on a mouse.
He and Zeke had left Josh’s home in Charleston at the end of the War Between The States almost three years ago. Their time together had flown by with daily adventures in hunting and fishing, finishing their cabin, barn, and smokehouse, and trying to grow crops in the rock-filled fertile soil. He often wished he had paid more attention to the plantation’s crops, as they both learned everything about farming the hard way. Except for stops in the towns and cities along their journey to northern Colorado, and occasional trips to a mercantile in Denver for supplies, the couple remained in seclusion, but deliriously happy to take as much joy as possible from their daily escapades together. They savored every moment they could spend with the other—especially after their many years apart during the war. They still believed they needed no one else to make their lives complete, and Zeke, in particular, felt he had not yet caught up on all the days of making love they missed during the war. They could communicate in silence with a look, a wicked wink, a fretful frown, or even a sweet smile.
Josh walked around to his horse to put a few small items he purchased in his saddlebags before tying the leather straps. He placed ammunition in one bag, and loaded the other with a bag of hard candy, a shaving razor, a deck of cards, several books, including one on farming, and several out-of-date newspapers that still read new to him. Just as he was tying the straps, he noted a group of rough looking men riding slowly into the town. He casually moved around to the front of his horse, doing his best to remain hidden. As they rode past, he stood as still as a statue, while remaining between the boardwalk and the hitching rail, turning his face slightly from their view as they continued moving along. He looked towards the store as if looking for someone, while watching the riders in the reflections on the glass of the storefront windows.
He recognized their old, well-worn, dirty, grey uniforms, and spotted the big CS initials on their saddles, but they no longer looked like the honorable Confederate Soldiers they once were. He saw before him a hybrid of beaten soldier and poor cowboy. Each man’s hat looked like the newest thing he owned, or more likely, the latest thing stolen. Josh read about ex-soldiers becoming criminals, and he could almost understand it, knowing many were treated badly on the field of battle, or behind the tall walls of prison camps where former soldiers died daily in large numbers. It did not, however, give them the right to hurt others, he thought. He felt honor in being a soldier, even on the losing side, and these men instantly disturbed him. He wanted nothing to do with the renegade former soldiers, but old scouting habits from the war kicked in, and he counted the dusty riders as well as their weapons.
Becoming soldiers, for many of these men, had been a step up from the poor dirt floor farmhouse where many grew up. After years of free food in the army, it was hard to go back to working for your food. Stealing and pillaging became an easy habit, and killing a man was something they did almost every day during the war, and thought little of it. They had survived many weeklong battles where thousands of men died. They had seen the blood and guts of the worst of war and it changed them. They survived starvation by killing civilians over a chicken or even a single egg, and committed murder without raising their pulse. They no longer dreamed nightmares of the faces of those they murdered. They long ago lost their moral compass, and desperation became a mere direction in which to go. Josh looked cautiously over the neck of his horse, his face still hidden by the shadow of his hat pulled low to the top of his eyes. The gang caused a nervous itch to his scalp, and a damp spot in the middle of his back.
These were men who fought long and hard in battle, and grew used to never paying for food, ammunition, housing, horses, or clothing. In the war when supplies ran out, they ransacked houses, robbing the rich and poor alike, while caring little for their victims. He despised the men, without knowing a single one, but in his heart, he feared one of the dark brooding men might recognize him. His horse neighed at the smell of the group. He quickly rubbed the face of his horse to calm him down and perhaps avert their attention. Josh knew many months had passed since these men experienced a bath. He did not want any trouble, and promised Zeke not to look for any, but he watched them carefully while resting his hand on the pistol strapped to his right leg. Slowly, he removed the leather safety strap that kept the pistol from falling out while riding the steep hills to their hideaway ranch. He prayed he would not have to shoot to defend himself, or protect a citizen, but with a gang like this, it was best to error on the side of sensible caution.
Women and children, dogs and chickens, all scurried out of their way, as if a dark thunderstorm had descended from the mountains. Josh swore he felt a cold chill leave his body as the last of the men turned the street corner out of sight.
“Creepy looking bunch, don’t you think?”
Josh looked around and found the owner of the mercantile standing nearby with a broom in his hand. He, too, watched the men carefully. Ed Leary, his wife Ruth, and their three children moved to Denver after a drought pushed away their dreams of owning a farm in eastern Missouri, but after moving to Denver, they returned to the store business. The latter brought renewed success, especially since the discovery of gold in the Rocky Mountains. Ed remained a good friend of Josh and Zeke’s, offering advice and a quick wit. Their children adored both boys, but especially Josh. Every time he visited, he magically pulled the same silver dollar from each boy’s ear, while producing a yellow flower for the little girl.
Josh smiled just slightly at his friend. “I think they are former soldiers with a big chip on their shoulder,” he replied as he turned to grasp the hand of his friend. His smile grew a bit larger. “Mind you keep you and your family out of their sight. These men can no longer be trusted to be honorable and decent, if you get my meaning.”
Ed shook his hand firmly, while returning the smile. “Thank you. I will take your advice with great care. You and Zeke need to watch your backs as well. The negotiations with the Indians are not going well. Last week, they burned two farms east of here to the ground, with most of the families killed and two children missing. I know white settlers and the government did the poor savages wrong, but their raiding parties and scalping is forcing the army into a fight the Indians can’t possibly win.”
“I’ll see you when I see you,” said Josh as he grabbed the reins of his horse and swung into the saddle.
“Ride safe, and you boys come for dinner when you can,” replied Ed.
“We will and thank you. I’ll bring you a deer roast.”
Josh tipped his hat to Ed, pulled on the twisted rawhide leads of the two packhorses, and began his journey out of town. He had only passed a few stores when he heard a gunshot. Instantly, and without thinking, he drew his pistol, while prodding his horse with his spurs to keep moving. He looked in no particular direction, but rather allowed his peripheral vision to capture any movement. His reaction was the result of his raider work behind the enemy lines during the war, where a moment of hesitation could result in the loss of his life, or the lives of his friends. His brain ruled out all of the town’s normal habits and routines, and zeroed in on one of the rough riders with a bottle of liquor in his left hand and a pistol in his right, as he stumbled down the steps to the saloon. Josh turned his head away as the man shot his pistol once again into the air.
“Just a drunk,” he muttered to himself, and then kicked his horse to hurry out of town. “It’s time for us to go home, old boy. Time to go back to our peaceful and quiet mountains,” he repeated in a whisper. He holstered his pistol, and tied off the horse leads to his saddle horn as they left the streets of Denver.
He galloped his horse and the packhorses for over a mile before relaxing his palm on the handle of his pistol, and felt thankful to be heading back to their mountains. As he crested the ridge of the first mountain, he paused to study the trail to the town, checking for followers attempting to track his trail. He waited ten minutes to be sure, and then moved on after seeing nothing moving in his direction. He looked at the northwestern sky and saw a rain cloud. A few more days of rain, he thought. “Just what I need,” he said to no one. He squeezed his strong inner thighs and the well-trained horse leaped forward. “Hee-yah!” he exclaimed.
On the ridge of a beautiful mountain a few miles east of their cabin, Zeke knelt in the middle of a group of bushes, trying his best to remain silent, still, and hidden. He wished the gnat swirling around his face would go away. He dared not move a single muscle to swat the irksome creature because one little sound, one glimpse of movement, and the doe would surely leap and scamper quickly out of his line of sight. Nervously, his finger twitched as he waited for just the right moment. He pulled the rifle tight to his shoulder, and exhaled as Josh had taught him at the military academy before the war. In the mountains, he learned how to hunt, a skill he had not learned as the son of a Maine fisherman. Finally, the moment came. He pulled the trigger. Boom! The crisp shot caused the birds to fly from the trees, while rabbits and squirrels darted into holes, and his horse neighed loudly.
Quickly he stood up, and watched the deer take but three steps before kneeling over and hitting the ground with a thud. He grinned, knowing it had been a good shot, and the deer would provide fresh meat for their winter stores. He walked back to his horse, put the rifle in the long pouch underneath his right stirrup, and swung into the saddle. Carefully, he maneuvered his way around the briar thicket he had hidden in, and meandered over to the fallen deer. He tied the reins for his horse to a tree limb, and checked to make sure the doe had expired. He threw the deer over the back of his horse, and tied it tightly to prepare for the up and down terrain on his journey home. The horse did not like having the freshly killed deer on his back, but with Zeke’s thirty kills this season, the animal had reluctantly grown accustomed to it.
Zeke glanced up and saw rain clouds moving in. He hated riding his horse in the rain, but knew the rain was good for the earth. He grew up in the far north and could take the cold, but damp and cold felt miserable at best. If he left now, he could be home by dark, he thought, and perhaps beat the rain to the cabin. He turned his horse towards the trail leading over the mountain to the west, back towards their valley, and squeezed the horse with his legs to put her into a trot.
They had found their valley in the mountains at just the perfect time of the year. Fall had just begun, the leaves were golden, and yet the grass still green. The creek and rivers flowed with beautiful clear water, and they found the game plentiful. They had but sixty days to build a place to live before the first of many snows, store up supplies and meat, and create winter clothes to keep their lean bodies warm, and food for their horses. The winter arrived on the predicted “Farmers’ Almanac” schedule, but was far worse than anything Zeke experienced in Maine as a child. The snow rose higher and faster, while the temperature descended rapidly. It did not return to light jacket weather until late April. The months preparing for winter raced by, but after the snow began falling, they were forced to slow down on the chores.
With two winters under their belts, they knew what to expect and how to prepare. They added a barn for the animals after the first winter, and a smokehouse for their venison. They used a cave as cold storage in the summer time, and later found gold there after a lucky cave-in. They became rich from their find, but told no one, and certainly never acted as if they had a lot of money. They loved their new way of life, and plotted carefully on how to preserve their paradise and their time together.
Near the top of the ridge, the ears of his horse suddenly rose, so he pulled her to a stop while trying to hear what she might have heard. “What is it girl?” he whispered.
He turned his head in each direction, and picked up the faraway sound of gunshots. The shots came from the east, but most likely on the plains, or the edge of their land. He did not mind settlers passing through, but he dreaded the day he had to tell a family they must move on when they thought they had found their new farmland. At least once or twice a month, they would ride to the high ridges and scan their land for any sign of settlers, hoping to alert the farmers before they began building a cabin.
He moved his horse to the crest of the mountain, and tied her off. He walked to the edge, and looked down into the valley. He spotted a stream of smoke. He hustled back to his saddlebags, retrieved a pair of binoculars he bought in Saint Louis on their way west, and returned to the ledge. He focused the lens until he had a clear view of the smoke. He followed it down until he could see a wagon on fire, and a party of Indians rifling through the boxes they pulled onto the ground. He moved the field glasses to his left, and immediately felt a pain of sadness. His eyes focused on two white men with arrows in their backs, lying face down in the dirt with their scalps missing. He saw a woman, stripped bare with nasty knife wounds across the pale skin of her back, lying dead near a wagon.
He wished he could do something, but knew he was not only late, but helpless to rewind the clock and prevent the attack by the Indians. His emotions remained mixed when it came to the Indians, as he knew the white men took their lands unfairly, and yet he knew from his history classes every civilization grew through difficult times of progress. His heart went out to the family, perhaps a father and son, and a dear mother now lying on the ground. He hoped they died as quickly as the deer on the back of his horse.
He moved the glasses once again until he spotted the leader of the group of Indians, a fierce warrior with black and white stripes beneath his eyes. The Indian held the bloody scalps in his hand as he shouted and yelped triumphantly to his warriors. Another brave lifted a spear in the air with chunks of white meat on the end. Zeke adjusted the glasses, and then gasped when he realized the spear held the woman’s teats. It was a brutal death by a ferocious gang of murdering Indians. He felt there was no honor in killing poor city folks who only wanted a new start as settlers in the west, with dreams of a happy farming life for their families. Zeke returned to his horse and sadly turned for home. It would be a day he would not forget for a long, long time.
By late afternoon, with only a few hours to go, Zeke couldn’t wait until he arrived at their mountain ranch, and get some hot food in their cabin. He cleared a ridge and followed an old deer trail along the top. The trees had grown over the path providing a natural canopy. Zeke thought the trail beautiful and loved to pass through it on his way east to hunt. Even with the rain beginning to fall, he could see the spectacular colors of the fall leaves. He was tired from the long day after leaving before dawn to begin his hunt, but just as he approached a narrow section of the trail, and began weaving in and around some big rocks, he saw the ears of his horse abruptly point upward again.
He said nothing, but slowly leaned back in the saddle indicating a stop command to his horse. She did stop, and then slowly turned her head around to see if Zeke planned to dismount. Zeke remained absolutely still while carefully listening. He thought he heard the soft exhale of a breath, but was it the breath of a human or animal, he wondered. His right hand fingered his pistol before slowly drawing it.
Suddenly, he heard a scream off to the rear of his left shoulder. Quickly he turned, and caught a glimpse of an Indian flying through the air at him. He brought his pistol around to fire, but only got off a quick wild shot before the Indian knocked him off his horse, and together, they rolled down the steep embankment. The warrior tried to smash his brains in with a big tomahawk as they tumbled over each other. Zeke lost his grip on his pistol when he hit the ground, but gave the Indian a hard kick to the groin at least once before he grabbed the brave’s right hand, which held the tomahawk, and smashed his wrist down on a rock. He flinched at the sound of the brave’s breaking bones, but the maneuver worked, and the tomahawk fell away. The Indian screamed at the pain, but defiantly pulled a knife from his waist with his left hand. He snarled at Zeke like a wolf. It scared Zeke, but he knew he had no time to be scared.
Zeke pulled his knife from his boot just as they landed on a small clearing about twenty feet below the trail. The Indian took a quick swipe, nicking Zeke in the upper left forearm. Zeke would have given anything for his military academy sword, as he could have easily finished the warrior with a quick stab. Desperately, he swung the blade of his eight-inch knife to put the warrior on the defensive, but it did little to deter the Indian. Nevertheless, the warrior made a crucial error in judgment by leaping in the air at Zeke. Once his feet left the ground, his opportunities for adjustment left him with no backup plan.
Zeke sidestepped quickly, as if in a sword fencing fight at the academy, ducked, and came up with his shoulder, catching the sailing Indian in the knees and flipping him in the air. As he came around, Zeke lunged and stabbed him directly in the heart as the man descended. The Indian instantly collapsed on top of Zeke. Zeke scurried to get out from under the Indian, not knowing if the man died or not. He saw no movement, lifted the man’s head, and found his eyes in a permanent gaze.
He did not waste any time, fearing other Indians could be in the area. He needed to get back to his horse, and get the heck out of there. He looked up the hill and spotted his pistol just ten feet above him. In an attempt to hide the body, he rolled the Indian over the edge of the mountain, but did not watch him fall, nor did he wait for the inevitable bone crunching impact when the limp body hit the big boulders below.
He hustled to his gun. Just as he reached for his weapon, an arrow flew through the air, slightly grazing his hand. Zip! Cleverly, he did not look at who shot the arrow, but continued his determination to reach his pistol. He snatched it up, and rolled to his right just as a second arrow flew through the air where he crouched. He brought his pistol up and fired just as the second warrior let go of another arrow. The arrow pierced Zeke’s left shoulder, going all the way through with the arrowhead sticking out on the backside. The powerful punch knocked him to the ground, but this time he held on to his gun.
He took aim for a second shot, but saw the bow fall from the hands of the warrior, and then slowly, his limp, lifeless body fell downwards towards Zeke. The body rolled and stopped at Zeke’s feet. He pulled the man over, and noted the stripes on his face. They were similar to the ones he had seen with the binoculars on the Indians attacking the wagon. He wondered what tribe they belonged to. His bullet had hit the man in his right eye, killing him instantly. Zeke knew it was a lucky shot. With his good right arm, he once again dragged and rolled the warrior over the side of the mountain. Normally, he would have kept their weapons to add to their stockpile in the cabin, but now wounded, he kicked their weapons over the cliff.
He waited briefly for another attack, but none came. Carefully, he made his way back up to the ridge with his pistol cocked and held in front of him ready to fire. Each step over the briars and rocks made his face grimace at the pain in his left shoulder, but the adrenaline raced through his veins, the result of his fear and his close brush with death, and forced him to keep climbing. When he reached the ridge, he searched around the area looking for other Indians. He stopped long enough to break off the arrow as it went into his shoulder, but he could not reach the arrowhead on the backside to pull it and the rest of the broken shaft out. Touching the shaft brought tears to his eyes as the pain shot through his body, almost causing him to blackout.
He gave up trying to push or pull it out, feeling he needed to get out of the area before someone missed the dead Indians. He also feared they heard his gunshot, and if so, more of their warriors were rushing to the ridge. He studied the footprints and realized they had been trailing him. He also saw drops of blood and followed them back to his horse. They must have seen or heard him shoot the deer, and easily followed his trail by the blood dripping from the wound to the deer.
He bent down and studied the footprints carefully. Only two pairs of moccasins, but he felt sure there must be more Indians nearby.
He broke off the limbs of several spruce trees and wiped the trail clean, including the area where they fought. He felt it would be bad enough if they captured him, but worse if they knew he had killed two of their tribe. He led his horse down the trail, then went back and wiped the new trail clean, and continued doing so for about two hundred yards. Painfully, he climbed into the saddle and nudged his horse forward. When he reached a creek, he turned away from the cabin by walking his horse up the stream, trying to avoid leaving any trail for the Indians to follow.
It was then he almost passed out from the loss of blood from the wound. He forced water from his canteen down his throat, hoping his body would make additional blood. He placed a rolled up rag over the wound in the front to slow the blood loss, but he couldn’t do anything about the exit wound. The blood dried around the shaft protruding from his back, slowing the blood loss. He left the creek and made his way to the cabin. Several agonizing hours later, he slid off his horse, and led her into the barn, closed the door, and staggered as he struggled to make his way to the cabin. He opened the door hoping Josh had returned from Denver, but the cabin remained empty. He latched the door, laid his rifle on the table, and made his way to the stove. He moved a pot of water close to the fire so it could begin heating up, tossed some recently split firewood into the coals, and began pulling his jacket off.
The pain nearly made him faint, but he sighed, took a breath, and tried again. It then dawned on him he could not get the jacket off because the arrow had pierced it on the front and back. He looked around the cabin for a tool to pull the arrow out. He found nothing. He grabbed a mirror and held it high over his head so he could see the arrow. The stone point was bigger than he thought it might be, and it stuck out of his back about two inches.
He moved to the center of the room and turned slowly, looking for a solution, when an idea came to him. He returned to the door, pulled up the latch, and slowly opened it just a little. He moved his back to the door, and carefully centered the arrowhead in the slight crack of the frame and the door. He pushed into the door with his back squeezing the arrowhead. Bolts of pain shot up his back to his brain. He felt he had only one shot at getting the arrow out. Once he had the door closed, he pushed back his hips tightly until he could close the latch on the edge of the handmade door, tweaking it just a bit.
He took a deep breath and tried to fall forward. The arrow held for a second, suspending him briefly before his body abruptly fell forward, leaving the arrowhead in the door. The pain overwhelmed him. Zeke hit the floor face first, mercifully knocking him unconscious.
Josh had pushed his horses hard, making the six-hour trip in four hours. He would stop and rest the horses, give them some feed, and then move on. When he reached the ridge just south of the cabin, he let out a whistle. He expected to hear Zeke’s whistle in reply, but heard nothing. It puzzled him, but he kept going assuming Zeke was out on a hunt.
When he reached the cabin, he felt something was wrong. It was just too quiet, though it was close to midnight. He pulled his coat back and away from his pistol, just in case he needed to draw it quickly. He opened the barn and led the horses in. He found Zeke’s horse with the deer still on its back. It was an odd sight, as Zeke would never have left his horse saddled with game still tied on top. His heartbeat picked up speed.
Hurriedly, he untied his horses and closed the door. He drew his pistol and crept towards the cabin. When he reached the door, he stepped on something. He looked left and right, and then slowly bent down and picked up the pointed end of a broken arrow covered in blood. He pushed in on the door, but discovered it latched.
“Zeke? It’s Josh, let me in,” he said.
He heard nothing and tried again. He thought for a second and then retrieved his knife from his boot, and swiftly slipped it between the boards and pulled upwards. The door was tight, but on the second try, it came open. He pushed in a few inches, but the door stopped. He slid in through the small sliver of an opening, and discovered Zeke on his face on the floor with a dark blood stain on the back of his jacket, and a jagged torn hole in the upper shoulder.
“Zeke? What happened? Are you okay?” asked Josh as he quickly knelt down.
Zeke remained silent and cold. Josh latched the door, and then lifted Zeke and carried him to the bed. He gathered the pot with the warm water, and their medicine box, before returning to the bed. He began cleaning the arrow wound front and back. He managed to get Zeke out of his clothes, bathed the dried blood from his skin, stitched up the wound, and got him under the covers.
Then he began praying. He had no idea how much blood Zeke had lost, or how long he had been lying there, but it scared him. He sat at the edge of the bed all night, getting up just long enough to put another log or two on the fire, and make some coffee. Now and then, he would place his hand on Zeke’s heart to feel the beat. Each time, he sighed slightly with a sweet smile of relief that it was indeed beating strong.
He kept his rifle propped against the bed, and wondered how far from home Zeke had run into Indians. This was the first attack on either one of them, though they both knew it was always a possibility. They had seen Indians on many hikes through the mountains, but felt the Indians had never seen them, as they always remained carefully hidden from view.
The occasional earthquake-like tremors, large geysers, and several small ones in the valley felt like a godsend to Josh and Zeke. The sudden exploding streams of steaming hot water terrified all the tribes. Zeke told him the tremors happened because deep beneath their land must be a dormant volcano. The hot molten earth heated spring water, causing it to boil until finally, it became too big for the cavity and spewed out the top like water out of a teakettle. There were numerous hot springs in the area as well, and the boys built the cabin just a few steps from a hot bubbling stream, creating an outdoor hot tub for them to bathe.
Several of the springs were too hot to get in for bathing, and constantly boiled like a pot of water on the fire. Many Indians believed the area the result of evil spirits, and did their best to stay away. Sometimes, the hunters would take a weeklong journey around the valley just to avoid it. For these reasons, he suspected Zeke had gone over the far ridge in the east to find game, but the sound of his rifle might have brought the Indians to him. He hoped they didn’t follow his trail home.
While the valley and its bad spirits discouraged the Indians, it remained perfect for Zeke and Josh. There was plenty of wood to build a cabin, smokehouse, barn, and keep their fires going. The gold rush ended almost two years before their arrival, so many of the white men who came in the early wagon trains had long since moved farther west. They found evidence of their digging for gold, including some deep shafts into the side of the mountains as well as broken wagon wheels and tools. Denver just recently became the capital of the official United States Territory and thus, the town continued to grow. They could find all the supplies they needed at the mercantile while primarily living off the land for meat and vegetables.
Josh soothingly wiped the sweat drops from Zeke’s forehead, and replaced it with a soft cool cloth. He spooned a few drops of water down his throat. He knew Zeke must be suffering from a fever. His face was as white as snow, and his lips looked as if they were chapped. He leaned down and kissed his head tenderly. “Come on Zeke,” he whispered. “You can beat this fever. You’re going to get well. You have to.”
Josh tried not to cry, but a single tear slipped from the corner of his eye to his cheek. He wiped it away, put on his jacket, grabbed his rifle, and went out the door to attend to the animals. He got the saddles off the riding horses, and the pack cradles off the packhorses. He removed all the bridles, fed and watered the horses, and hauled the supplies to the cabin. He dragged the deer Zeke shot outside to a nearby tree, tied a rope around its rear legs, and threw the other end of the rope over a high limb. He grunted and pulled until the deer hung a few feet off the ground to make dressing it much easier.
He started back to the barn to fetch his butchering knives when he caught a glimpse of the sun reflecting off something shiny across the valley to the east, on top of the ridge. He froze where he was and tried to spot the reflection once more. He feared it was the Indians that attacked Zeke, but he stared for several minutes and could not find it again. He quickly moved to the barn and retrieved Zeke’s binoculars from his saddlebag hanging over the stall rail. He also grabbed his knives and returned to the deer. He started preparing the meat by removing the skin, and then faked a slight break in his work by moving around the other side of the tree. Quickly, he brought the binoculars to his face, and studied the surrounding mountains while hidden in the low limbs and leaves of the trees. Carefully, he moved panoramically from right to left, but found no sign of any movement anywhere. Relieved, he returned to his work.
He thought back to the first time he had seen a deer skinned and the meat removed. He was about seven and his dad had just returned from a hunt with one of his older slaves. He had two deer strapped across their packhorse. His father washed up outside the cookhouse before coming in and sitting down to begin a late lunch. He told his family about the hunt. Young Josh was fascinated at his dad’s adventure, and wandered out of the cookhouse and down to the barn where two slaves pulled the deer into the air just as he had done.
The plantation owners killed deer so often they were wasteful of the hide, but here in the Rocky Mountains, almost everything might be useful. He pulled the hide off in one large piece and hung it over a limb to dry. He went back to the barn for salt and a clean hide, and laid them on the ground near the deer. He began carving up the meat, salting it, and then taking it to the smokehouse. He left his knives and rifle at the tree while making the short walk back and forth.
In the smokehouse, he snatched a section of a broken antler from a pile in the corner, and used it to hang the meat on one of the many cross poles near the ceiling where the smoke hung like a cloud. Just as he placed a big chunk on the rail, he heard a loud growl. Carefully, he stuck his head out the door, and looked at the cabin, but saw nothing. He crept out the door and moved to the corner of the smokehouse. At the tree was a small brown bear cub eating the spoils of the deer.
Relieved, he decided to try to scare the cub off, but just as he was about to leave his hidden spot, he spotted the much larger mother as she waddled into the clearing. She was at least four hundred pounds and brown in color. He thought she might be a grizzly, but so far, they had only spotted black bears in the nearby forest. She pushed through the bushes easily and joined her cub in feasting on the remains of the deer.
Josh scanned the area and could see his rifle leaning against the tree. He had not put his pistols on, leaving him with only his boot knife against an extremely large bear, who would most likely attack him in order to protect her cub. Thankfully, he had already cut away the best meat and put it in the smokehouse. He carefully relocked the smokehouse door, but knew if the bear got a scent of the meat, she could easily knock the door down. He hoped the smoke from the slow burning fire inside would warn the bear away.
He went into the barn, took the binoculars off his neck, and retrieved a big iron triangle he had purchased in Denver. He thought it might make it easier for them to signal each other. Josh taught Zeke how to whistle various types of tones, and even how to imitate various animals, including a turkey, an owl, and a hawk. In spite of the situation, he couldn’t help but grin while recalling when his boyfriend from Maine said he was going to teach Josh how to whistle for fish. He was pretty sure Zeke was kidding him.
He moved back to the corner of the smokehouse, and cautiously leaned around to check on the bears. They were making quick work of the deer. Momma bear tore off a leg as easily as Josh could swat a gnat. He decided to wait a little longer, hoping if she was full of meat, that she might be willing to leave.
Almost a half hour later, the bears seemed finished with their meal. He held the triangle in one hand and the clang tool in the other. He took a few steps out from the corner of the barn, and began slamming the clang tool down on the iron bar as hard as he could. It rang louder than he thought it might, making his ears ring. He kept walking towards the bears while continuing to ring the triangle. They immediately turned around in the direction of the noise and spotted Josh.
Terrified, the little cub took off for the woods, but momma bear was not scared as easily. She quickly stood up on her hind legs, and Josh gulped when he realized she was over six feet tall. She flailed her forearms in a warning at him. Her claws were huge, and easily capable of ripping through Josh’s flesh like a knife through wet newspaper. She snarled a warning to him, and the effect froze Josh in his tracks, but he kept on clanging the triangle.
The noise must have irritated her, as she dropped her big paws to the ground, gave him one last large growl, a raspy snort, a swing of her right paw, and farted as she turned into the woods. Josh started moving forward again until he reached the deer. He lowered the remains of the deer and dragged the carcass into the woods. He knew various small animals would pick it clean in a day or two. He grabbed the hide, his knives, and his rifle, and went back to the barn, relieved the bears had moved on.
He had made a mistake today, but he vowed he would not leave himself unarmed again. He knew if the bears had been the Indians who attacked and wounded Zeke, he would have most likely died, and they would have killed Zeke as well. He resolved to forever protect himself so he might also look after Zeke.
TWO
Zeke opened his exhausted eyes before dawn on the third day. Without moving his head, he let his eyes roam around the room. The only light in the cabin came from a low fire across the cabin. He looked to his left, and found Josh sound asleep in a most uncomfortable position in a homemade chair by the bed. Zeke smiled slightly while realizing Josh must have arrived and put him in bed. His mouth was dry, making it difficult for him to swallow, so he tried to lift his arm to wake Josh.
Josh had been dreaming about a fictional battle with the Indians earlier that evening, but as often happens, his mind moved to his past, and he found himself in the middle of trying to blow up the Yankee iron foundry in Pennsylvania. He saw his friend Skeeter die from a shot to the head while Josh tried to pull him over the wall. He hated his war dreams, and did his best to recall a better memory of a happier time, but his mind replayed what it wanted in spite of his wishes.
When Zeke touched him, Josh jolted awake as if suddenly bitten by rattlesnake, and quickly drew his pistol.
“Whoa,” said Zeke alarmed at the gun pointed at him. “It’s me!”
Josh blinked his eyes a time or two, and then half laughed as he put the pistol away, “How are you? I thought you were a grizzly!”
“I am thirsty. Can I have some water?”
“Of course, hang on.” Josh filled a mug of water, and brought it to him. “Are you hungry?”
“I’m way beyond that. I’m starved. How long have I been out?”
“I think three days. What happened? How did you get shot with an arrow?”
Zeke took another long sip of water before replying. “I’m lucky, huh? I had been waiting in the briar thicket on the backside of Edger Mountain for several hours when suddenly a deer came into view. I sighted her carefully, waiting for just the right moment, and then dropped her with one shot. I put the doe on my horse and started home. As I rode slowly along the ridge, I thought I heard something take a breath. It was my fault. I should have immediately drawn my pistol and dropped off my horse, but I hesitated. A split second later, a huge Indian leaped across a big boulder, and knocked me off my horse, and together, we tumbled down the hill. He had a tomahawk, and though falling over each other down the hill, he kept trying to bash my head in with it.”
Josh interrupted him, “That head of yours would have broken the tomahawk and scared him to death.”
“Shut up, I’m telling you the story,” shot back Zeke. He took another long draw of water and swallowed hard.
Josh smiled knowing Zeke was going to be all right as he still had his fight in him. “Okay, okay, go ahead.”
“As I was saying, I broke his wrist over a rock while knocking the tomahawk away. He pulled a knife with his left hand so I pulled mine. We fought with knives and I killed him. I started back up the hill after my pistol, and an arrow suddenly grazed my hand. I snatched my pistol, spun, and shot. I killed the Indian just as he released a second arrow that caught me in the shoulder.”
“Let me see if I have this straight. You killed not one, but two Indians?” asked Josh, while shaking his head in disbelief.
“I killed a deer, too. What did you do today or the other day?”
Josh laughed and thought a minute, “I chased a big bear and her cub away with a triangle.”
Zeke gave him a confused puzzled look, “You did what? How could you do that? We don’t even own a triangle.”
Josh walked quickly to the kitchen table and lifted the black wrought iron triangle. “I had just bought it from Ed, so we would have a means of signaling each other. I did not know I would have to shoo the bear away with it.”
“Why didn’t you just shoot it with your rifle?”
Josh dropped his eyes and his face turned red, “Because I took the deer from your horse and began skinning it at the tree, I left my rifle against the tree when I took some of the meat to the smokehouse.”
Zeke grinned. “And how many times have you told me not to go anywhere without my gun?”
“Yeah, I know. I take it you used the door to pull the arrow through? That was clever.”
“Clever maybe, but it hurt like hell. I could not come up with any other options. What’s for supper?”
Josh laughed. “You mean breakfast. It’s almost daylight. I’ll get you a plate. I’m glad you’re awake. I missed talking to you.”
“I can’t say the same,” teased Zeke. “I was unconscious.” He paused a second for effect then added, “But you did look cute in my dreams.”
While Zeke ate, Josh told him about the gang of rough riders in town. He warned him to avoid them no matter what he had to do. Zeke told him about the attack on the wagon train, and the killing of the three people. He told Josh he also saw scalps tied to the waist of one of the Indians that charged him.
“The black and white strips on their faces were the same as on the faces of the two Indians who attacked me. I have to tell you they scared me stupid. They snarled at me like a wild animal. I had no choice but to kill them. They never gave me a chance to say we’re friendly.”
“You and I both know our ancestors began doing the Indians wrong from the moment we set foot on their soil. While in town, Ed gave me several Denver newspapers, and a stack of newspapers from Saint Louis. They went back several years, and I read most of them while waiting for you to come around. I learned the gold rush was over in 1861, several years ago.”
Zeke laughed. “Then how did we find gold?”
“Because we did not know the rush was over. I think we should continue to keep our find a secret, as those thousands of miners would come rushing right back to dig up our land. I doubt we can trust anyone with our secret. One slip of the tongue and our mountain paradise would become a nightmare.”
“Do you think we should continue buying up land around here?” asked Zeke.
“Yes, but we’ll have to continue to go slow to avoid suspicion. Anyhow, as I was saying, what I learned from the newspapers was during the war, they sent most of the army troops back east to fight. This left the plains of the western Kansas and Missouri, and eastern Colorado unprotected. The Ute in the Rockies, and the Cheyenne and Arapahoe from the plains, seized upon the lack of troops, and began attacking and burning out the settlers. All of this land used to be their hunting grounds, and the army took it without giving them a single dollar.
“I don’t think the army left the brightest leaders behind because Colonel John M. Chivington decided to retaliate for these raids on the settlers. Oddly, this idiot used to be a clergyman. Like many folks, he used religion in ways that suited him, and not necessarily the teachings from the Bible.
“Governor John Evans wanted to open the plains as development land for more white settlers. He wanted to increase the population so Colorado could become a state.”
Zeke added, “I guess being governor of a territory is not as much fun as governor of a state, huh?”
“You’re probably right, at least when it comes to an ego. Evans increased the size of the Third Cavalry to run the Indians off their own land. Black Kettle was a chief of six hundred Cheyenne and Arapahos. He sought peace with the whites, and although they followed the buffalo for centuries along the Arkansas River, he moved his village to Fort Lyon to surrender, and made camp at Sand Creek.”
“What happened?” asked Zeke intrigued and still hungry. “Can I have another biscuit?”
Josh smiled and got one from the stove. “I thought you hated my biscuits.”
“Well, normally I do, but I am so hungry, right now these hard things taste wonderful. I might eat your boot next.”
Josh laughed. “Well, anyhow, when Colonel Chivington arrived with the Third Cavalry of seven hundred men, the garrison at Fort Lyon explained Black Kettle had already surrendered. Disappointed, he replied no matter, and made his plans for attack on them anyhow.”
“Didn’t anyone try to stop him?” asked Zeke.
“I guess deep down, everyone was so afraid of the Indians they wanted the tribes pushed out of this area for good. Black Kettle was so proud of his peace agreement that he placed the American flag and a white flag of surrender on poles outside his tipi. Chivington and his troops, many of them drunk, arrived early in the morning on November 29. They hauled four howitzers with them. Chivington did not want any prisoners—only victory. With cannons firing, they charged the village.
“The terrified village of mostly women and children began running and scattering in all directions. The soldiers shot and killed almost everyone, but that was not good enough. They ripped open women’s wombs, smashed the heads of children, stabbed old women with swords, and gunned down anything moving including animals. It was a bloody, gory slaughter.”
“Did they arrest him?” asked Zeke.
“Not right away. At first he was considered a hero, and spoke on the stage of theaters in the area holding up a lanyard of over hundred scalps including the pubic flesh of women.”
“That’s disgusting!”
“Yep, but later Congress forced him to resign. In the inquiry, one of the soldiers said the reason they killed children was because they suspected they were spreading lice.
“Needless to say, the news of this massacre spread like a firestorm from village to village, and tribe to tribe. His shameful disgusting atrocities ignited a firestorm among the tribes. All of the Indians are on the war path, and you and I are sitting right in the middle of it.”
“Jesus,” said Zeke. “What do we do? Should we move?”
Josh dropped his head for a moment collecting his words, “While you were asleep I had some time to think about this. I doubt there is anywhere we could go where they would welcome two men who love each other. I also doubt we could find gold twice, as we were incredibly lucky to find it the first time. That money secures our independence forever. We also love this land. It suits us. We especially love the beautiful mountains in the spring and the huge snowfalls in the winter. We hunt and fish all we want, and the game is plentiful. We have everything we need here.”
“But what do we do about the Indians?”
Josh sighed, “Well, for one, they are afraid to come here. This is the land of the devil. They call the tremors and bubbling water evil spirits. They do not even hunt here. You were on the other side of the mountain when you shot that deer, and they must feel safe there. I say we stay, but we have to be more careful, and we must look for a way to make friends with the Indians.”
Zeke started laughing, “I vote to stay, too, but how do you make friends with a guy that is trying to kill you?”
“Next time we’ll stop them without killing them if we can. Then we’ll give them gifts,” stated Josh.
“Gifts? What have we got they would want?”
“I don’t know, maybe a mirror, a blanket, a box of matches, anything as long as it appears to be a worthy gift.”
“Right, and if you don’t mind, I’ll hold the rifle on them while you do the gift giving,” added Zeke with a laugh.
“Do you have any ideas?” asked Josh.
“Okay, you’ve got me. I’ll try it your way because I want to stay here, and I want to love you here forever. How about getting me one more biscuit?”
Josh laughed. “I guess you’ll always love me as long as I keep feeding you, huh?”
“Yep!” replied Zeke between bites of his food.
“One more thing,” began Josh as he tossed Zeke a biscuit, “I don’t think we should go away from here by ourselves anymore. We should fear both the war veteran renegades I saw, and the Indians who want to kill white men. We should only go off our land together, and well prepared to do battle in hopes of not having to. Agreed?”
“Yep, but I’ll need a few days until I can go hunting.”
“You’re right.” He got up and grabbed his coat. “I’m going to check on the horses, and bring some meat in from the smokehouse. I’ll be back in a few minutes. You finish eating and go back to sleep. The sooner you get well the better.”
“Yes, mother dear,” teased Zeke as Josh went out the door smiling and feeling greatly relieved his mate was going to be well again. He looked up at the fading stars as the sun began to rise far in the east and whispered thank you.
For the next four weeks as Zeke healed and regained his strength, they attempted to hunt while staying in their valley, but except for a few rabbits, they were pretty much unsuccessful. Apparently, the animals did not like living near the bubbling waters either. Early the following morning, they saddled up for a long hunt over the ridges. Josh placed gifts in each of their saddlebags in case they had an encounter with the Indians. They both strapped on two pistols, a long knife secured inside one of their boots, and placed their rifles in sleeves under their right stirrups. They were as armed as he was as a raider behind the Yankee enemy lines during the war.
One of the surprises Josh brought back from Denver was a high-powered hunting rifle, or as Ed explained, it was actually a Sharps buffalo rifle. It was a single-shot rifle designed by Christian Sharps in 1848. It featured a breechblock in a perpendicular fashion allowing the use of very large cartridges. Ed bragged the bullet would stop an elephant. Josh had laughed, though not sure what an elephant was. It also had an adjustable sight on top of the rifle allowing a very long kill shot with deadly accuracy. If fired from a distance, these guns could drop twenty or thirty buffalo before causing the herd to stampede in confusion. Zeke could not wait to see Josh put it to use on a big buck or a moose.
By midday, they climbed up the mountain out of their valley and into the same area where Zeke bagged the deer. They tried not to be nervous, but caught themselves looking around every rock and bush, anticipating another Indian attack. Nothing happened. They studied the ground for tracks both for humans and for horses. After a few hours, they began to relax, and fall back into their hunting mode, looking for four-legged movement ahead and below them.
They reached the knoll on the backside of the mountain. The view off to the east displayed the beauty of the mountains and valleys that made up the Colorado land they loved. The Spanish gave the territory its name “Colorado” meaning reddish color due to the terrain around the Colorado River to their southwest. However, to the north and east, the land was full of all kinds of life featuring animals, plants, trees, boulders, and high peaks creating a collage of many colors.
Zeke lifted his binoculars and began searching the area for deer. Josh used his eyesight and instinct as he had all his life. The hours ticked by, and not a single living thing crossed their path that they considered edible. Bored, Zeke swung his view around to the east where he spotted the wagon a month ago. He looked to his far right and then slowly began making his way to the north. He saw nothing.
“This is probably the most boring day I have ever experienced,” whispered Zeke.
Josh smiled. “We’re obviously very alone, should we have sex?”
Zeke grinned. “We’re in the middle of a field of briars. I don’t think I’m in the mood to get a thorn in my ass today.”
“I was thinking of something much bigger sticking you in the …”
While looking through the binoculars, Zeke exclaimed “Damn!”
“What? You found a naked Indian?”
“No, I see a group of Indians like the one that attacked the wagon I told you about. Here look.” He handed Josh the glasses.
Josh scanned left and right until he found them. They were eight painted face warriors. He realized he had instantly counted the warriors just as he had done on his raids in the war. “Eight. They don’t look too friendly.”
Zeke teased him, “I’ll stay here. You ride on over there and give them a blanket.”
Josh replied while still looking through the glasses, “Very funny. I think these guys could use a few beers and to hell with a blanket. Wait a minute.” Josh moved the glasses to his right. “They’re waiting on something. Do you see that line of dust?”
Zeke took the binoculars back from him. Just as he lifted them to his eyes, a wagon appeared through the dust. “I see a wagon. No, there are two wagons. Don’t they usually travel in larger groups like wagon trains?”
“You’d think so. Two wagons against those menacing eight Indians will be a slaughter. How far apart are they?” asked Josh.
“Six or seven miles I think. The wagon wheel dust gives them away. The Indians just have to wait for them to get there.”
“Let’s go,” said Josh as he stood up and started back towards their horses.
“Go where?”
“We have to save them,” stated Josh as he swung up on his horse.
“I thought we were going to try to be friends with the Indians,” said Zeke as he swung up.
“Yeah, but not at the expense of the lives of those folks. Come on, we have to hurry.” Josh kicked his horse.
Zeke knew he was right, but he could still feel the wound from the last time he tangled with these Indians, and he was not yet ready to face them again.
They knew the way down the mountain, as it was the same trail they used to find their valley a few years ago. Quickly, they rushed downward, crossed the river, and started up a hill on the other side. When they reached the top, Josh pulled his horse to a stop.
“We’re too late, they’re already attacking!” he exclaimed.
“What do we do?” asked Zeke.
“Let’s test the Sharps rifle.”
Josh swung off his horse and retrieved the prized rifle from the sleeve attached to his saddle. Zeke tied both horses to a tree limb, and pulled his binoculars from the saddlebag.
“They’re swarming around in a circle around the wagons. The settlers are on the ground hiding and shooting from underneath. There is one white man down already. Josh, you’d better hurry.”
Josh took the small leather satchel holding the cartridges and laid it on the big rock he was standing on as he knelt down. He lined the gun up, resting it on his left hand, and steadied by his elbow on the rock. He looked through the eyepiece. He could see the Indians, but they kept moving. He realized he was going to have to lead his shot a bit to allow for the movement like shooting a charging galloping buffalo.
“Josh, they just got another man with arrows. They are deadly with those things.”
Suddenly, Josh pulled the trigger. The gun gave a hard kick, but he anticipated it by holding it tight to his shoulder. It was a long second, but the bullet missed the Indian he was aiming at, but hit his horse. It threw the Indian hard to the ground. One of the settlers shot him.
“Good Josh. Two white men, one Indian, and one horse down,” said Zeke with a chuckle, as if calling the score of a game at the academy.
Josh learned a little from his previous shot. He knew with the hollering and yelling the Indians were doing, and the gunfire from the settlers, they had no idea someone from so far away was shooting at them. This gave him a little more confidence.
He lined up his next shot and was just about to pull the trigger when the leader reared his horse on his hind legs, letting out a big yelp. Josh rapidly adjusted his aim, and pulled the trigger, nearly taking the Indian’s head off.
“Wow!” exclaimed Zeke. “What a shot. Way to go. You hit him like a watermelon on a fence post. Hurry Josh—do it again!”
Josh reloaded the single shot smoking weapon, and took aim again. Boom! He downed another Indian, and then another.
“Four Indians are down and four to go—yahoo! Wait a minute; they’ve given up and running away! Come on, let’s ride.”
Josh and Zeke saddled up, made their way down the mountain to the plains, and rode over to the wagons. The Indians, outgunned by the boys and the settlers, escaped quickly without seeing Josh and Zeke.
“Are you folks okay?” asked Zeke as he rode up quickly.
An older son crawled out from under the wagon, “Are they gone?”
“Yep, they’ve run off. Looks like we killed a few and you did, too. Anyone hurt?” asked Josh as he climbed off his horse.
A stout lady with teary red eyes slowly walked over to her husband lying face down in the dirt with three arrows in his back. She knelt down beside him, and started sobbing while rocking back and forth. Her two children came up beside her, knelt down, and tried to comfort their mother. Another lady under the other wagon trotted quickly to her husband. He died from a single arrow through his neck. Zeke surmised it must have cut his jugular vein and pierced his windpipe. There was blood everywhere, as he bled out like a butchered pig.
“You boys get some shovels so we can bury these men. We must hurry before the Indians come back with a lot more warriors. Hurry now!” ordered Josh, knowing the children were in shock. He felt it best to get them busy doing something as soon as possible. He had done the same with green recruits during the war.
Zeke knelt down to a boy of about ten. “Son, you walk up to the crest of that hill and watch for anything that moves. If you see anything, you holler out. Okay? Can you do it?”
“Yes, sir,” replied the boy feebly.
“Where were you heading?” asked Josh to the oldest son.
“Fort Bridger. We were going to join a wagon train there on the Oregon Trail so we could go to the northwest.”
“I’m sorry. That dream is over for now. You should not have been in this wild frontier with just the two wagons. You were easy pickings for the Indians. You must go back to Fort Collins and regroup. If you must go west, you can join a train there, or but if you go ahead as you are, you all will be slaughtered. I’m sorry for speaking harshly, but time is running short. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” they replied solemnly.
“Can you lead them back?” asked Zeke,
“Yes, sir, the trail was easy, at least until now. We saw Indians several times in Kansas and in Colorado, but they never hurt us. They mostly begged for food.”
“That’s the trouble. The white men have killed and diminished their main food source, the buffalo, so they will have to leave the plains, and then the white men can just take over their abandoned lands and sell them for farm profits. It is a difficult time. You must be better prepared next time, and travel only in a big group.” Josh dragged the dead man into the hole.
Zeke pulled the other man to the shallow grave and began shoveling the dirt to cover the body as quickly as possible. Josh and Zeke helped them back to their wagon, tied the extra horses to the wagon, and loaded everybody up including the little boy from the hill.
“Sir, can you keep the cow?” asked the lady. “We can’t travel as fast as we like with the cow tied to us. I want to get my family back to the safety of the fort.”
Josh sighed. He wondered what was he going to do with a cow, but replied politely. “Yes ma’am. I can take care of the cow, and you’re right. For the next few hours, I would ride the horses hard back towards the fort, but then slow down to a walk so the horses can rest. You don’t want them to give out on you.” He shook the lady’s hand, and then the oldest son, placed his hand gently on the little girl’s head, and patted the shoulder of the little boy. He walked to the back of the wagon and untied the cow.
“Let’s go. Get moving. Turn them around in a tight circle and head back east,” encouraged Zeke, as he slapped the wagon horses with his hand. “Hee-yah!”
The hunters stood there for a moment and watched them. “Let’s hope the dust doesn’t give them away again,” said Zeke.
“Should I shoot the cow?” asked Josh.
“Hell no, you’re talking milk, butter and cream. I’ll drag her fat ass home!” replied Zeke picking up the rope, and tying it off to his saddle horn. He pulled on the cow that mooed a time or two in protest, and then started trotting after him.
Josh laughed. “Yeah, right, and I guess I will carry your fat ass home, too.”
“My cute ass and you know it!” shot back Zeke over his shoulder.
Josh laughed hard, “Hee-yah! Let’s get the hell out of here, but go southeast for a while just in case those Indians are watching us. We’ll ford the stream and walk in it for a while, too. We don’t want to show them where we live.”
THREE
Zeke opened his exhausted eyes before dawn on the third day. Without moving his head, he let his eyes roam around the room. The only light in the cabin came from a low fire across the cabin. He looked to his left, and found Josh sound asleep in a most uncomfortable position in a homemade chair by the bed. Zeke smiled slightly while realizing Josh must have arrived and put him in bed. His mouth was dry, making it difficult for him to swallow, so he tried to lift his arm to wake Josh.
Josh had been dreaming about a fictional battle with the Indians earlier that evening, but as often happens, his mind moved to his past, and he found himself in the middle of trying to blow up the Yankee iron foundry in Pennsylvania. He saw his friend Skeeter die from a shot to the head while Josh tried to pull him over the wall. He hated his war dreams, and did his best to recall a better memory of a happier time, but his mind replayed what it wanted in spite of his wishes.
When Zeke touched him, Josh jolted awake as if suddenly bitten by rattlesnake, and quickly drew his pistol.
“Whoa,” said Zeke alarmed at the gun pointed at him. “It’s me!”
Josh blinked his eyes a time or two, and then half laughed as he put the pistol away, “How are you? I thought you were a grizzly!”
“I am thirsty. Can I have some water?”
“Of course, hang on.” Josh filled a mug of water, and brought it to him. “Are you hungry?”
“I’m way beyond that. I’m starved. How long have I been out?”
“I think three days. What happened? How did you get shot with an arrow?”
Zeke took another long sip of water before replying. “I’m lucky, huh? I had been waiting in the briar thicket on the backside of Edger Mountain for several hours when suddenly a deer came into view. I sighted her carefully, waiting for just the right moment, and then dropped her with one shot. I put the doe on my horse and started home. As I rode slowly along the ridge, I thought I heard something take a breath. It was my fault. I should have immediately drawn my pistol and dropped off my horse, but I hesitated. A split second later, a huge Indian leaped across a big boulder, and knocked me off my horse, and together, we tumbled down the hill. He had a tomahawk, and though falling over each other down the hill, he kept trying to bash my head in with it.”
Josh interrupted him, “That head of yours would have broken the tomahawk and scared him to death.”
“Shut up, I’m telling you the story,” shot back Zeke. He took another long draw of water and swallowed hard.
Josh smiled knowing Zeke was going to be all right as he still had his fight in him. “Okay, okay, go ahead.”
“As I was saying, I broke his wrist over a rock while knocking the tomahawk away. He pulled a knife with his left hand so I pulled mine. We fought with knives and I killed him. I started back up the hill after my pistol, and an arrow suddenly grazed my hand. I snatched my pistol, spun, and shot. I killed the Indian just as he released a second arrow that caught me in the shoulder.”
“Let me see if I have this straight. You killed not one, but two Indians?” asked Josh, while shaking his head in disbelief.
“I killed a deer, too. What did you do today or the other day?”
Josh laughed and thought a minute, “I chased a big bear and her cub away with a triangle.”
Zeke gave him a confused puzzled look, “You did what? How could you do that? We don’t even own a triangle.”
Josh walked quickly to the kitchen table and lifted the black wrought iron triangle. “I had just bought it from Ed, so we would have a means of signaling each other. I did not know I would have to shoo the bear away with it.”
“Why didn’t you just shoot it with your rifle?”
Josh dropped his eyes and his face turned red, “Because I took the deer from your horse and began skinning it at the tree, I left my rifle against the tree when I took some of the meat to the smokehouse.”
Zeke grinned. “And how many times have you told me not to go anywhere without my gun?”
“Yeah, I know. I take it you used the door to pull the arrow through? That was clever.”
“Clever maybe, but it hurt like hell. I could not come up with any other options. What’s for supper?”
Josh laughed. “You mean breakfast. It’s almost daylight. I’ll get you a plate. I’m glad you’re awake. I missed talking to you.”
“I can’t say the same,” teased Zeke. “I was unconscious.” He paused a second for effect then added, “But you did look cute in my dreams.”
While Zeke ate, Josh told him about the gang of rough riders in town. He warned him to avoid them no matter what he had to do. Zeke told him about the attack on the wagon train, and the killing of the three people. He told Josh he also saw scalps tied to the waist of one of the Indians that charged him.
“The black and white strips on their faces were the same as on the faces of the two Indians who attacked me. I have to tell you they scared me stupid. They snarled at me like a wild animal. I had no choice but to kill them. They never gave me a chance to say we’re friendly.”
“You and I both know our ancestors began doing the Indians wrong from the moment we set foot on their soil. While in town, Ed gave me several Denver newspapers, and a stack of newspapers from Saint Louis. They went back several years, and I read most of them while waiting for you to come around. I learned the gold rush was over in 1861, several years ago.”
Zeke laughed. “Then how did we find gold?”
“Because we did not know the rush was over. I think we should continue to keep our find a secret, as those thousands of miners would come rushing right back to dig up our land. I doubt we can trust anyone with our secret. One slip of the tongue and our mountain paradise would become a nightmare.”
“Do you think we should continue buying up land around here?” asked Zeke.
“Yes, but we’ll have to continue to go slow to avoid suspicion. Anyhow, as I was saying, what I learned from the newspapers was during the war, they sent most of the army troops back east to fight. This left the plains of the western Kansas and Missouri, and eastern Colorado unprotected. The Ute in the Rockies, and the Cheyenne and Arapahoe from the plains, seized upon the lack of troops, and began attacking and burning out the settlers. All of this land used to be their hunting grounds, and the army took it without giving them a single dollar.
“I don’t think the army left the brightest leaders behind because Colonel John M. Chivington decided to retaliate for these raids on the settlers. Oddly, this idiot used to be a clergyman. Like many folks, he used religion in ways that suited him, and not necessarily the teachings from the Bible.
“Governor John Evans wanted to open the plains as development land for more white settlers. He wanted to increase the population so Colorado could become a state.”
Zeke added, “I guess being governor of a territory is not as much fun as governor of a state, huh?”
“You’re probably right, at least when it comes to an ego. Evans increased the size of the Third Cavalry to run the Indians off their own land. Black Kettle was a chief of six hundred Cheyenne and Arapahos. He sought peace with the whites, and although they followed the buffalo for centuries along the Arkansas River, he moved his village to Fort Lyon to surrender, and made camp at Sand Creek.”
“What happened?” asked Zeke intrigued and still hungry. “Can I have another biscuit?”
Josh smiled and got one from the stove. “I thought you hated my biscuits.”
“Well, normally I do, but I am so hungry, right now these hard things taste wonderful. I might eat your boot next.”
Josh laughed. “Well, anyhow, when Colonel Chivington arrived with the Third Cavalry of seven hundred men, the garrison at Fort Lyon explained Black Kettle had already surrendered. Disappointed, he replied no matter, and made his plans for attack on them anyhow.”
“Didn’t anyone try to stop him?” asked Zeke.
“I guess deep down, everyone was so afraid of the Indians they wanted the tribes pushed out of this area for good. Black Kettle was so proud of his peace agreement that he placed the American flag and a white flag of surrender on poles outside his tipi. Chivington and his troops, many of them drunk, arrived early in the morning on November 29. They hauled four howitzers with them. Chivington did not want any prisoners—only victory. With cannons firing, they charged the village.
“The terrified village of mostly women and children began running and scattering in all directions. The soldiers shot and killed almost everyone, but that was not good enough. They ripped open women’s wombs, smashed the heads of children, stabbed old women with swords, and gunned down anything moving including animals. It was a bloody, gory slaughter.”
“Did they arrest him?” asked Zeke.
“Not right away. At first he was considered a hero, and spoke on the stage of theaters in the area holding up a lanyard of over hundred scalps including the pubic flesh of women.”
“That’s disgusting!”
“Yep, but later Congress forced him to resign. In the inquiry, one of the soldiers said the reason they killed children was because they suspected they were spreading lice.
“Needless to say, the news of this massacre spread like a firestorm from village to village, and tribe to tribe. His shameful disgusting atrocities ignited a firestorm among the tribes. All of the Indians are on the war path, and you and I are sitting right in the middle of it.”
“Jesus,” said Zeke. “What do we do? Should we move?”
Josh dropped his head for a moment collecting his words, “While you were asleep I had some time to think about this. I doubt there is anywhere we could go where they would welcome two men who love each other. I also doubt we could find gold twice, as we were incredibly lucky to find it the first time. That money secures our independence forever. We also love this land. It suits us. We especially love the beautiful mountains in the spring and the huge snowfalls in the winter. We hunt and fish all we want, and the game is plentiful. We have everything we need here.”
“But what do we do about the Indians?”
Josh sighed, “Well, for one, they are afraid to come here. This is the land of the devil. They call the tremors and bubbling water evil spirits. They do not even hunt here. You were on the other side of the mountain when you shot that deer, and they must feel safe there. I say we stay, but we have to be more careful, and we must look for a way to make friends with the Indians.”
Zeke started laughing, “I vote to stay, too, but how do you make friends with a guy that is trying to kill you?”
“Next time we’ll stop them without killing them if we can. Then we’ll give them gifts,” stated Josh.
“Gifts? What have we got they would want?”
“I don’t know, maybe a mirror, a blanket, a box of matches, anything as long as it appears to be a worthy gift.”
“Right, and if you don’t mind, I’ll hold the rifle on them while you do the gift giving,” added Zeke with a laugh.
“Do you have any ideas?” asked Josh.
“Okay, you’ve got me. I’ll try it your way because I want to stay here, and I want to love you here forever. How about getting me one more biscuit?”
Josh laughed. “I guess you’ll always love me as long as I keep feeding you, huh?”
“Yep!” replied Zeke between bites of his food.
“One more thing,” began Josh as he tossed Zeke a biscuit, “I don’t think we should go away from here by ourselves anymore. We should fear both the war veteran renegades I saw, and the Indians who want to kill white men. We should only go off our land together, and well prepared to do battle in hopes of not having to. Agreed?”
“Yep, but I’ll need a few days until I can go hunting.”
“You’re right.” He got up and grabbed his coat. “I’m going to check on the horses, and bring some meat in from the smokehouse. I’ll be back in a few minutes. You finish eating and go back to sleep. The sooner you get well the better.”
“Yes, mother dear,” teased Zeke as Josh went out the door smiling and feeling greatly relieved his mate was going to be well again. He looked up at the fading stars as the sun began to rise far in the east and whispered thank you.
For the next four weeks as Zeke healed and regained his strength, they attempted to hunt while staying in their valley, but except for a few rabbits, they were pretty much unsuccessful. Apparently, the animals did not like living near the bubbling waters either. Early the following morning, they saddled up for a long hunt over the ridges. Josh placed gifts in each of their saddlebags in case they had an encounter with the Indians. They both strapped on two pistols, a long knife secured inside one of their boots, and placed their rifles in sleeves under their right stirrups. They were as armed as he was as a raider behind the Yankee enemy lines during the war.
One of the surprises Josh brought back from Denver was a high-powered hunting rifle, or as Ed explained, it was actually a Sharps buffalo rifle. It was a single-shot rifle designed by Christian Sharps in 1848. It featured a breechblock in a perpendicular fashion allowing the use of very large cartridges. Ed bragged the bullet would stop an elephant. Josh had laughed, though not sure what an elephant was. It also had an adjustable sight on top of the rifle allowing a very long kill shot with deadly accuracy. If fired from a distance, these guns could drop twenty or thirty buffalo before causing the herd to stampede in confusion. Zeke could not wait to see Josh put it to use on a big buck or a moose.
By midday, they climbed up the mountain out of their valley and into the same area where Zeke bagged the deer. They tried not to be nervous, but caught themselves looking around every rock and bush, anticipating another Indian attack. Nothing happened. They studied the ground for tracks both for humans and for horses. After a few hours, they began to relax, and fall back into their hunting mode, looking for four-legged movement ahead and below them.
They reached the knoll on the backside of the mountain. The view off to the east displayed the beauty of the mountains and valleys that made up the Colorado land they loved. The Spanish gave the territory its name “Colorado” meaning reddish color due to the terrain around the Colorado River to their southwest. However, to the north and east, the land was full of all kinds of life featuring animals, plants, trees, boulders, and high peaks creating a collage of many colors.
Zeke lifted his binoculars and began searching the area for deer. Josh used his eyesight and instinct as he had all his life. The hours ticked by, and not a single living thing crossed their path that they considered edible. Bored, Zeke swung his view around to the east where he spotted the wagon a month ago. He looked to his far right and then slowly began making his way to the north. He saw nothing.
“This is probably the most boring day I have ever experienced,” whispered Zeke.
Josh smiled. “We’re obviously very alone, should we have sex?”
Zeke grinned. “We’re in the middle of a field of briars. I don’t think I’m in the mood to get a thorn in my ass today.”
“I was thinking of something much bigger sticking you in the …”
While looking through the binoculars, Zeke exclaimed “Damn!”
“What? You found a naked Indian?”
“No, I see a group of Indians like the one that attacked the wagon I told you about. Here look.” He handed Josh the glasses.
Josh scanned left and right until he found them. They were eight painted face warriors. He realized he had instantly counted the warriors just as he had done on his raids in the war. “Eight. They don’t look too friendly.”
Zeke teased him, “I’ll stay here. You ride on over there and give them a blanket.”
Josh replied while still looking through the glasses, “Very funny. I think these guys could use a few beers and to hell with a blanket. Wait a minute.” Josh moved the glasses to his right. “They’re waiting on something. Do you see that line of dust?”
Zeke took the binoculars back from him. Just as he lifted them to his eyes, a wagon appeared through the dust. “I see a wagon. No, there are two wagons. Don’t they usually travel in larger groups like wagon trains?”
“You’d think so. Two wagons against those menacing eight Indians will be a slaughter. How far apart are they?” asked Josh.
“Six or seven miles I think. The wagon wheel dust gives them away. The Indians just have to wait for them to get there.”
“Let’s go,” said Josh as he stood up and started back towards their horses.
“Go where?”
“We have to save them,” stated Josh as he swung up on his horse.
“I thought we were going to try to be friends with the Indians,” said Zeke as he swung up.
“Yeah, but not at the expense of the lives of those folks. Come on, we have to hurry.” Josh kicked his horse.
Zeke knew he was right, but he could still feel the wound from the last time he tangled with these Indians, and he was not yet ready to face them again.
They knew the way down the mountain, as it was the same trail they used to find their valley a few years ago. Quickly, they rushed downward, crossed the river, and started up a hill on the other side. When they reached the top, Josh pulled his horse to a stop.
“We’re too late, they’re already attacking!” he exclaimed.
“What do we do?” asked Zeke.
“Let’s test the Sharps rifle.”
Josh swung off his horse and retrieved the prized rifle from the sleeve attached to his saddle. Zeke tied both horses to a tree limb, and pulled his binoculars from the saddlebag.
“They’re swarming around in a circle around the wagons. The settlers are on the ground hiding and shooting from underneath. There is one white man down already. Josh, you’d better hurry.”
Josh took the small leather satchel holding the cartridges and laid it on the big rock he was standing on as he knelt down. He lined the gun up, resting it on his left hand, and steadied by his elbow on the rock. He looked through the eyepiece. He could see the Indians, but they kept moving. He realized he was going to have to lead his shot a bit to allow for the movement like shooting a charging galloping buffalo.
“Josh, they just got another man with arrows. They are deadly with those things.”
Suddenly, Josh pulled the trigger. The gun gave a hard kick, but he anticipated it by holding it tight to his shoulder. It was a long second, but the bullet missed the Indian he was aiming at, but hit his horse. It threw the Indian hard to the ground. One of the settlers shot him.
“Good Josh. Two white men, one Indian, and one horse down,” said Zeke with a chuckle, as if calling the score of a game at the academy.
Josh learned a little from his previous shot. He knew with the hollering and yelling the Indians were doing, and the gunfire from the settlers, they had no idea someone from so far away was shooting at them. This gave him a little more confidence.
He lined up his next shot and was just about to pull the trigger when the leader reared his horse on his hind legs, letting out a big yelp. Josh rapidly adjusted his aim, and pulled the trigger, nearly taking the Indian’s head off.
“Wow!” exclaimed Zeke. “What a shot. Way to go. You hit him like a watermelon on a fence post. Hurry Josh—do it again!”
Josh reloaded the single shot smoking weapon, and took aim again. Boom! He downed another Indian, and then another.
“Four Indians are down and four to go—yahoo! Wait a minute; they’ve given up and running away! Come on, let’s ride.”
Josh and Zeke saddled up, made their way down the mountain to the plains, and rode over to the wagons. The Indians, outgunned by the boys and the settlers, escaped quickly without seeing Josh and Zeke.
“Are you folks okay?” asked Zeke as he rode up quickly.
An older son crawled out from under the wagon, “Are they gone?”
“Yep, they’ve run off. Looks like we killed a few and you did, too. Anyone hurt?” asked Josh as he climbed off his horse.
A stout lady with teary red eyes slowly walked over to her husband lying face down in the dirt with three arrows in his back. She knelt down beside him, and started sobbing while rocking back and forth. Her two children came up beside her, knelt down, and tried to comfort their mother. Another lady under the other wagon trotted quickly to her husband. He died from a single arrow through his neck. Zeke surmised it must have cut his jugular vein and pierced his windpipe. There was blood everywhere, as he bled out like a butchered pig.
“You boys get some shovels so we can bury these men. We must hurry before the Indians come back with a lot more warriors. Hurry now!” ordered Josh, knowing the children were in shock. He felt it best to get them busy doing something as soon as possible. He had done the same with green recruits during the war.
Zeke knelt down to a boy of about ten. “Son, you walk up to the crest of that hill and watch for anything that moves. If you see anything, you holler out. Okay? Can you do it?”
“Yes, sir,” replied the boy feebly.
“Where were you heading?” asked Josh to the oldest son.
“Fort Bridger. We were going to join a wagon train there on the Oregon Trail so we could go to the northwest.”
“I’m sorry. That dream is over for now. You should not have been in this wild frontier with just the two wagons. You were easy pickings for the Indians. You must go back to Fort Collins and regroup. If you must go west, you can join a train there, or but if you go ahead as you are, you all will be slaughtered. I’m sorry for speaking harshly, but time is running short. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” they replied solemnly.
“Can you lead them back?” asked Zeke,
“Yes, sir, the trail was easy, at least until now. We saw Indians several times in Kansas and in Colorado, but they never hurt us. They mostly begged for food.”
“That’s the trouble. The white men have killed and diminished their main food source, the buffalo, so they will have to leave the plains, and then the white men can just take over their abandoned lands and sell them for farm profits. It is a difficult time. You must be better prepared next time, and travel only in a big group.” Josh dragged the dead man into the hole.
Zeke pulled the other man to the shallow grave and began shoveling the dirt to cover the body as quickly as possible. Josh and Zeke helped them back to their wagon, tied the extra horses to the wagon, and loaded everybody up including the little boy from the hill.
“Sir, can you keep the cow?” asked the lady. “We can’t travel as fast as we like with the cow tied to us. I want to get my family back to the safety of the fort.”
Josh sighed. He wondered what was he going to do with a cow, but replied politely. “Yes ma’am. I can take care of the cow, and you’re right. For the next few hours, I would ride the horses hard back towards the fort, but then slow down to a walk so the horses can rest. You don’t want them to give out on you.” He shook the lady’s hand, and then the oldest son, placed his hand gently on the little girl’s head, and patted the shoulder of the little boy. He walked to the back of the wagon and untied the cow.
“Let’s go. Get moving. Turn them around in a tight circle and head back east,” encouraged Zeke, as he slapped the wagon horses with his hand. “Hee-yah!”
The hunters stood there for a moment and watched them. “Let’s hope the dust doesn’t give them away again,” said Zeke.
“Should I shoot the cow?” asked Josh.
“Hell no, you’re talking milk, butter and cream. I’ll drag her fat ass home!” replied Zeke picking up the rope, and tying it off to his saddle horn. He pulled on the cow that mooed a time or two in protest, and then started trotting after him.
Josh laughed. “Yeah, right, and I guess I will carry your fat ass home, too.”
“My cute ass and you know it!” shot back Zeke over his shoulder.
Josh laughed hard, “Hee-yah! Let’s get the hell out of here, but go southeast for a while just in case those Indians are watching us. We’ll ford the stream and walk in it for a while, too. We don’t want to show them where we live.”
FOUR
Most wagon trains consisted of twenty-five or more wagons, several scouts, a wagon-master or captain, armed guards, a grub wagon, several wagons of goods and supplies for mercantile stores, a feed wagon for the horses, blacksmith and wheel repair wagon, and the rest filled with settlers. Many times, they carried bundles of mail, newspapers, or mail order goods from the east. Most of the settler wagons were comprised of one family or sometimes two families, and often the husbands were brothers. The families brought along their children, not realizing the journey would be treacherous at best. If they were lucky, a doctor and his family were traveling along, and sometime a parson, both of which came in handy. Each train carried about one hundred twenty-five people or more, and rarely did the entire group arrive at the planned destination alive. Many died of sickness, wounded by rabid animals, snakebites, or eaten by grizzly bears, mountain lions, or wolves. Some died instantly after their horses stepped in a prairie dog holes, flipping the horse while breaking the rider’s neck, and too often deaths occurred after a settler tripped and fell under a rolling wagon or a team of runaway horses. Sun up to sun down, their lives were in constant danger.
Wolves often followed the trains digging the dead up from their shallow graves. Wolves, panthers, and mountain lions waited for a child to stray away from the train. Often they snatched a modest woman attempting to shield herself from the rest of the train to make a bowel movement. The fierce animals were silent and cunning, and when they struck a human, they went right for the throat. Most of the time they were successful by striking so quickly the victim rarely had a chance to scream. By the time the alarm went out about a person missing, the wagon train guards would only find pieces of torn clothing, or a dismembered foot in a boot and lots of blood.
Grizzlies, on the other hand, made a lot of noise prior to their attacks. The scouts said the bears rarely attacked humans unless they had been wounded or abused by humans, or desperate for food. If they growled loudly, it meant they were simply trying to scare humans away. Men with rifles reacted in fear by shooting wildly at the bear. One shot from a pistol or a Winchester would not kill the bear, and thus, in anger, the bear would attack violently, ripping the flesh from the body with its massive sharp claws. Few humans survived attacks by wild animals in the Rockies.
With the increasing attacks by the Indians, the soldiers built forts along the trails making it easier for squads to ride east and west to meet or escort the wagon trails along the way. However, the forts were far apart, and time schedules for travel did not exist. There were more forts in the east and far less in the west. The wagon-master had a goal of twenty or thirty miles per day, but situations changed his plans all the time. Delays due to sickness or even the birth of a baby on the trail happen too frequently, but daily, wheels broke, spokes cracked, axels snapped, and horses spooked or came up lame. Sometimes a passenger became delusional, got in a fight, or drank too much, and the entire train stopped to solve whatever problems occurred.
The cavalry would patrol the area north and south of the trails, and to the west looking for the Indians, and attacking where necessary. The Indians were on their turf, and knew the mountains and plains well. They had scouts in the high country with relay scouts on opposite sides. They used smoke from a small fire, or sun reflections off their sharpened knives to relay their signals. They planned attacks in steep passes, high cliffs, swamplands, or river crossings, all of which were difficult for the settlers to defend. Sometimes the attacks were coordinated with different bands in the same tribe, or various tribes attacking at the same time. They knew the cavalry soldiers were limited, especially during the war back east, and they often led the patrols away from the planned attacked by letting them chase a small group of warriors.
Since the Sand Creek Massacre, the Indians had a new reason to fight harshly and without mercy, as well as for revenge. The army generals knew that if they encouraged and permitted killing all the buffalo, the Indians would have to leave the plains, but they never anticipated that John Chivington’s merciless attack on women and children at Sand Creek would make the tribes join together to fight an all out war against the soldiers and the settlers. The Indians were out-gunned, but the cavalry outmaneuvered and far less dedicated to the cause. They were in it for the money, a job, and perhaps adventure. The Indians fought to save their homelands, hunting grounds, and their way of life. The Indians had far more reasons to win.
Wagon-master Captain Wayne Moore was a widower and approaching fifty-nine years old. Ten years ago, after his wife died, he gave up his sea legs as the captain of a cargo ship, caught a train west as far as he could go, and then joined a wagon train heading to the northwest. Contrary to his previous occupation, he made no plans as to where he wanted to go, but rather intended to just stay busy. He kept his grief to himself, slept little, worried a lot, and possessed a gruff quality with a friendly fare that made most folks want to follow his direction. He hired on as an armed rider on his first trip to the west, which meant he did a little bit of everything. He started by protecting the right side of the long line of squeaking wagons, or as he called it the starboard side. Sometimes he rode his horse ahead of the train with the other guards to scout around and find the right site for the next campground. He discussed strategies for fighting the Indians with the captain of the train and as well the scouts. He wasn’t too happy to discover there were little plans in place to help the greenhorns defend themselves. He had learned how to shoot rabbits as a boy, but spent most of his life on a ship sailing from port to port, requiring little use of a firearm. He knew how to manage his crew as well as his passengers, but he bit his lip and said nothing, hoping to just learn all he could about the western frontier. He found himself happy with working on the never ending trail, riding his horse, smelling the fresh air, taking in the mountain views, and it helped him greatly with his grief and loss of his wife.
When the wagon train reached its destination, Wayne took a long soak in a tub, ate a steak dinner at the saloon, rented a room and slept for two days before catching a smaller wagon train heading east. Several months later, they arrived safely in Kansas City. Once there, he wasted no time and immediately signed up for a return trip to Oregon, but on the morning of departure, the assigned captain fell sick with appendicitis. The wagon train organizer asked him to take over. Wayne surprised him by never giving it a second thought. He was man that could make quick decisions and enjoyed leading men. They gave him the keys to the cash box, and a list of the settlers and crew. He met with the scouts and the rest of the wagon workers, made some minor changes to their procedures and duties, spoke to the entire group of settlers as if he had been doing the trail for fifty years, and they left the noisy city early the next morning. Wayne was more than ready to get out of town and back on the trail.
Each night for the first week, he held a meeting warning and teaching his guests as to what they would experience when they reached Colorado. He told them about bears, wolves, lions, and panthers, and went into great detail on defending themselves against Indians. He also warned the settlers about robbers appearing to be traveling alone, when in fact over the next hill was a group of twenty men ready to kill for anything of value, or just for the sport of it. Because of his seafaring days, he called them pirates.
He used the same leadership skills he used all those years on his ship. He drilled his workers and his guests in procedures. If attacked by Indians, they quickly circled the wagons, not in one long slow line like most wagon trains, but breaking in the center with one group going left and the other right to create a circle faster. They practiced the maneuver and once in place, they rapidly dismounted from their horses and wagons alike, tying off the horses on the inside of the circle to keep them under control, and preventing the Indians from stealing the animals, and then with their rifles they slid under the wagon to make it more difficult for the Indians to shoot them.
They kept weapons and ammunition at hand at all times. His men also taught the women and children how to shoot and reload a gun. They knew what to do in case of a fire on their wagon. He warned them if someone shot a settler in the open, they must be left there until the battle is over, as the Indians knew the settlers were tender and soft, and lacked courage and honor. They expected a woman to run to her falling husband, and then they would shoot her, too. His plans were tough, and some thought harsh, but they respected him, and soon would understand why.
He worked his scouts hard, too. William Teemer, a tall good-looking man who always had a two to four day beard, led them. He chewed constantly on an unlit cigar. His group consisted of two white scouts and two Indian scouts. The Indians dressed much like the white men with the addition of beads around their neck, or feathers in their hair. Somewhere in their past, they had made friends with the white men, and worked for wages and liquor, both of which Captain Wayne kept under strict control. He paid a little wage every Sunday for motivation, but held seventy percent of their pay until the entire train made it to their destination. These were rules he used at sea successfully for many years. It kept every man at his best, protecting the settlers and the train.
The journey would take four months give or take four or five weeks. Captain Wayne expected to lose ten to twenty percent of the settlers due to death, some of which would be natural, and the others violent.
“William!” yelled Captain Wayne as he rode his beautiful chestnut horse alongside the first wagon.
“Yeah, Captain,” replied William as he turned his horse in a circle before darting back to see what he wanted. They rarely called him by his Christian name, but honored him by calling him simply by his title.
The captain pulled out his gold pocket watch and popped the lid to check the time. “We’ve got about two more hours of riding today. Send your men up ahead, survey the area, and find us a good campsite with water.” He closed the lid before returning his watch to his pocket.
“Aye-aye,” replied a grinning William. He knew the order well as the captain did the same thing every day. He kicked his horse into a trot and called to his men. The order was simple. The five of them would fan out looking for a good campsite as instructed, but also checking the area for any signs of Indians or other humans. They did not care much for either. They considered any white man alone suspicious, and any Indian would most likely kill you if given the chance.
They rode several miles ahead of the train with William in the center. Once he found the campsite he wanted, he sent the men further out in all directions. The scouts first looked where they were heading, and then they looked at the ground searching for horse or human tracks. If they found any, they would dismount and determine how old they were. Sometimes, they would find a burned out campfire, or feel the ashes. If cold, they figured humans recently sat there and moved on. If warm, the hair stood up on their neck.
If they found anything, they would make a whistle much like that of a hawk or sometimes an owl. They relayed the signal until it reached William. Usually, William would ride over to investigate. They would cover about a mile in all directions before returning to the campsite. If everything met William’s approval, he would leave the men watching the area while he rode back to update the captain.
“Looking good just over that next hill and to the left, sir,” yelled William.
“Very good, and the area is secure?” asked the captain knowing the answer.
“Secure.”
“Excellent. William if you don’t mind, please ride to the back of the train, and tell the rear guards the plan. Do your usual disappearing act for me,” ordered the captain.
William grinned. “Yes sir, will do.”
As William rode to the back, he nodded with a tip of his hat at the wagons of settlers. Many of the older girls maintained severe crushes on William, but he never came on to them. He reached the guards, circled around, and walked his horse up alongside. “We’re camping just over that hill and to the left. I’m sure the captain will want you to drop back a bit while we set up camp. As usual you will take turns coming in for your grub.”
“What’s for supper?” asked one of the men with a grin.
“I believe the chef said stew and beans,” William replied slyly.
“Chef? Hah, that’s a laugh. He’s barely a cook. Isn’t that the same thing we had last night, and the night before that, and for the last ten nights?” asked the guard.
“If you know that, then why in the hell do you keep asking me!” He laughed, as did the rest of the men.
William rode a while longer and then said to his men, “I’ll see you boys in a while.” He broke away from the group as they went through a small thicket of trees and climbed off his horse to hide. They knew the plan and did their best to ignore him. They did not look where he went, but rather kept their eyes peeled ahead.
William rubbed his horse’s head gently to keep him calm and quiet. He listened for any sound at all, but especially for horses or humans following the train. He knew that often Indians or robbers would follow a train all day, and then wait until the middle of the night to attack. He waited for an hour, heard nothing, and began his ride to the camp by steering his horse to the top of a hill for one last look to the east.
By the time he arrived and unsaddled his horse, the grub cook, Barney London, had supper almost ready. William filled a feeder bag with grain and placed it over his horse’s head. He wiped his hands on his pants and headed to the fire to get the chill off his bones. Riding in the sun on top of his horse, he always felt warm in the fall, but once the sun went down and he dismounted, he loss two huge sources of heat, and swiftly chilled. He put his hands towards the fire palms down, warming his body. He took a sip of the hot coffee.
“Damn, Barn!” exclaimed William, “This coffee would choke a horse.” The crew called Barney ‘Barn’ affectionately because he was about as wide as a barn at three hundred and fifty pounds. If he had to, he was not afraid to use his weight to his advantage. Rumors had it he knocked down six warriors by flinging himself into them. All but one escaped, but not before Barn caught him, and crushed the Indian after sitting on his chest.
“Good,” shot back Barn. “At least the horses would appreciate my art!”
The captain, William, and some of the crew around the fire all laughed. Barn brought him a plate of stew, beans, and a biscuit.
“Thanks Barn, I was wondering what we were having for ‘dinner’ tonight,” said William sarcastically.
Barn laughed as he sat down with a plate to join them. “How much farther to next town or fort?” asked Barn. “I’m going to need a few supplies when we get there.”
“Oh, the next one is probably eight or ten days away, if the weather holds, and that is a big if. With no hard rains, I think we have been lucky with the weather so far, but our luck will run out sooner or later.”
“We’ve been lucky with the Indians, too,” added William.
“Yep, I just hope they don’t hit us during a storm,” replied the captain, as he watched a settler approaching their fire.
“Captain, if I could have a word,” asked a young father of two who walked up to the group sitting around the fire.
“Sure, son, what is it?”
“My wife is sick. She’s burning up with fever.”
“Did she drink some bad water?”
“No, she drank the same water as the rest of us. I don’t know what is wrong.”
“Don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll be okay. Do you see that wagon with the letter “D” painted on the side?” asked the captain as he pointed with his spoon.
“Yes sir.”
“Go there and ask for Doc. He’ll take care of her.”
“Thank you, sir,” replied the settler as he hurried off.
Once out of earshot, “I bet she is pregnant,” said the captain.
“If not, what kind of fever is the question,” stated William.
“You’re right,” replied the captain, and then turning to one of the train workers, “Eddie, move their wagon to the very back tomorrow. If she is contagious or something, I dad-gum don’t want it to spread through the whole train. You hear me?” he added, knowing Eddie heard him. Eddie nodded and that was the affirmation the captain wanted. It was his way of asking for the man’s word without insulting his integrity.
“Keep a sharp eye tonight,” ordered William, as he walked around the train to his men. Part of the guards and scouts slept while the others stood guard duty. Shift changes would be in four hours. For them, every night was long, and the dawn never came soon enough.
FIVE
It was after dark by the time Josh and Zeke reached their cabin with the Indian boy. Carefully, they unloaded the sleeping Indian and put him in the cabin on a pallet made from a stack of hides and fur after wrapping him in a blanket. Once they felt he was secure, they added a few logs to the fire, ate a late meal of beans and rice, and a few biscuits, along with several mugs of cold milk. They quickly did their chores by lantern light, milking the cow, feeding the animals, and then returned to the cabin to check on the Indian. Satisfied the boy continued snoozing, they winked at each other, and began stripping out of their clothes. Wrapped in blankets, they made their way to the nearby hot springs pool, dropped the blankets on a stack of wood, and jumped in. Soaking nightly in their outdoor natural hot tub was a ritual of theirs, but after a long day’s ride from Denver, it never felt better. After washing each other, they settled back to enjoy the bubbling hot water.
“What if the Indian wants to leave?” asked Zeke.
“I guess we have to let him. I am done with slavery,” replied Josh, “and besides, he is a kid of about sixteen or so. In this western world, he is old enough to make a man’s decision. However, living all alone with winter coming would be foolish.”
“But if his people were nearby, he could make his way to them,” said Zeke.
“If they were nearby, don’t you think he would have already gone to them? I bet he doesn’t know this area at all. With those scars and bruises on his back, it appears he was running from something or someone, and not to them,” added Josh. “I think he has been whipped many times, and harshly.”
“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. I guess we’ll play it by ear,” said Zeke.
“Are we talking about the Indian or sex?” quizzed Josh with a very sly look on his face.
Zeke grinned. “Both!”
They met in the middle of the pool, kissed deeply while fondling each other. An hour later, they returned to the cabin with steam rising off their nude bodies. The Indian suddenly raised his head when they closed the door. He gave the nude white men a puzzled look, and then fell back asleep, caring little if they were nude or white.
Josh and Zeke made their way to their bed and soon fell fast asleep.
At dawn, they awoke to the sounds of pot lids falling to the floor, as well as things falling off the shelves. They both jumped up, while still naked, and grabbed their pistols.
“Stop!” yelled Josh.
The Indian slowly turned. They saw his face covered in flour and jam. He held a pot up as if it was a weapon.
“Hold on, Josh. I think he is scared,” said Zeke, as he quickly pulled on a pair of long johns. He put his pistol in his holster on the chair, and began slowly walking over to the boy. “Friend—we are friends. We won’t harm you. We want to help you.” Slowly, he walked closer to the Indian. “Friend—we’re friends. Please put the pot down.”
The boy looked frightened. He stared at Josh with his pistol. Josh caught on, returned it to his holster, and started dressing. Then Josh had an idea, “Zeke, get him one of Ruth’s cookies. He’s a kid. He’ll love them.”
Zeke slowly moved to the cabinet where he put the new cookies last night. He removed one. Took a small bite to demonstrate it was good food, and then handed it out to the Indian boy. The boy reached for it, but Zeke shook his head no. “Give me the pot, and then you can have the cookie.”
The Indian considered the gestures Zeke was making, though he thought the white man looked a bit stupid, but cautiously, he gave up the pot for the cookie. Zeke set the pot down while Josh got the boy some milk. The boy drank it quickly while still devouring the cookie. He licked the crumbs from his finger.
“I think he is still starving,” said Zeke.
“He’s not the only one. Let’s cook a big breakfast today. Is that okay with you?” asked Josh.
“Fine with me—let’s do it.”
Slowly, they sat the Indian down at the table. Zeke poured some ground grits into a pot, added water, salt, and butter, hung it on a fire hook, and pushed it over the fire. Josh put the big black frying pan on the fire stand. He removed some fresh ham from the butcher paper Ed placed it in, and tossed it into the pan. It started sizzling. The Indian boy turned to watch. He was catching on as to what the crazy white men were doing. He had never seen men cook. In his village as a child, the squaws did all the cooking. Josh retrieved six of the eggs they brought home from Denver, broke them, and scrambled the insides with milk. Zeke removed the ham onto three plates, and then Josh poured the eggs into the frying pan. Zeke sliced some of the biscuits open, buttered them and then put them on a flat tin pan, and set them on a high grate over the fire. They were working as a team as they always did.
Ten minutes later, the plates were full of fried ham, eggs, grits, and toasted biscuits. Josh set small jars of butter, honey, and jam on the table. “This is a feast,” he said.
“I’m starved, too. Coffee or milk?” asked Zeke.
“Milk, sit down, and I’ll serve you,” suggested Josh.
Josh brought Zeke’s plate around and set it down. He then gave the next plate to the Indian. He took the last plate to his place and sat down.
The Indian boy watched them for a moment. Zeke put honey on a biscuit, while Josh put jam on his. They loaded a fork with a bite of eggs with a bite of grits, and then shoved it into their mouths and smiled. They drank some milk and did it again.
The Indian thought the entire affair was a waste of time, and he had grown tired of waiting. He leaned over and began lapping up the food like a dog to a plate or a pig to a trough. He ate all the eggs, then all the ham, then the grits, and then the biscuit. He finished it off with the milk. When his mug was empty, he held it out to Josh. For the first time, they saw a hint of a smile just below the big milk mustache.
Josh brought the pitcher over and filled the boy’s mug. “I think we had better eat quickly, or he’ll eat our plates, too,” said Josh with a chuckle.
“I agree,” replied Zeke, but he did fix the boy another biscuit with honey. “I think we’d better buy some chickens the next time we’re in town. We’re going to need a lot more eggs.”
“The way he devoured the ham, we’d better buy a couple of hogs, too,” laughed Josh.
Afterwards, they helped each other clean the table, and put the utensils away. Josh washed the dishes and pots in their homemade sink. Since they couldn’t speak each other’s language, they felt showing him by example might be a start. Afterwards, they sat back down to the table.
Josh used his thumb to his chest, “I’m Josh. Josh,” he repeated. Then he pointed to Zeke, “Zeke. That is Zeke.”
“What is your name?” asked Zeke as he and Josh together pointed to the boy.
The boy’s face became an expression of confusion. They went through the routine again. This time the boy caught on, he smiled shyly, and said, “Yuma.”
“Yuma,” said Zeke. “His name is Yuma. That is a good name.”
“I wonder what it means,” added Josh.
Like in a classroom, they went around the table saying Josh’s name and pointing to him, then Zeke, and then Yuma. Then the boy picked up his cup and pretended to drink.
“Cup,” said Josh. They all repeated it.
“Milk,” said Zeke as he poured from the pitcher.
The boy said milk, and then drank it all. They continued their teaching until they all grew tired. “I think we need to give him a bath, and get him some white man clothes. He’ll freeze to death in that little piece of hide he is wearing.”
“How are we going to get him to do that?” asked Josh.
“Let’s strip down, grab towels, and walk to the hot springs.”
“Aren’t Indians afraid of hot pools?” asked Josh.
“You get in first and show him how wonderful it is.”
“All right, smart guy. I bet we have to drag him into the pool.”
Josh and Zeke stripped. To their surprise, the Indian boy got a very sad look on his face, and then took off his loincloth. Zeke grabbed towels, and Josh snatched up their wash bucket. They each grabbed a pistol, and walked out the door towards the pool with the boy between them. When they reached the water, Zeke set his pistol down, jumped in, and splashed around, went under the water, and came up spitting water into the air. He made a big deal about how much fun it was.
He then held out his hand for the Indian to join him. The boy went to the edge, felt the bubbling water, but appeared frightened. Slowly, he sat down, and slid into the warm water. Josh climbed in to, keeping their pistols close to the edge in case danger arrived.
Zeke started washing Josh’s hair, and then Josh washed Zeke. They both cautiously scrubbed the boy’s hair. Little by little, he relaxed and enjoyed their scrubbing, and though worried, he dipped his head beneath the water to rinse his hair.
Josh then washed Zeke’s back and his chest. Zeke stood up and washed his genitals, and then sat down and stuck a foot up for washing by Josh. Josh copied him and soon Yuma was washing his dirty body as well. Zeke helped remove all the dirt from Yuma's legs and feet, as it was caked on.
Thankfully, a steady stream of hot water refreshed the pool, so when the washing was done, they sat around soaking for a while as the bubbles and dirt washed away.
“Time to dress and get busy with the chores, I guess we’re not going hunting today,” said Josh.
“Yeah, I think we should continue our training. The sooner he learns to speak English the better.”
“Yeah, but it would be smart of us to learn to speak his language, too. Due to the white men’s lies and broken treaties, I suspect we are going to run into more Indians next spring.”
Dressing the boy made them all laugh. Since Zeke was a little smaller than Josh, he put a pair of long johns on the boy. Yuma thought that the flap in the back was very funny, as Zeke showed him how to unbutton it and sit down as if in the outhouse. The boy laughed. They kept working until they had him dressed, but he did not seem to like his boots. They were a little big, so Josh rolled up rag and stuffed it in the toe of each boot for a better fit. Then they headed out the door showing Yuma about their life and chores. He helped feed the animals, and he liked stroking the horses and rubbing their ears. Yuma wanted to help so when he spotted the new deer hide over the railing, he showed the boys how the Indians prepare a deer skin for clothes and tipis. He used Zeke’s knife to scrape the hide clean of any morsels of meat.
Later, they decided to see if he could ride a horse. They only had two saddles, but after bridling one of their packhorses, Yuma swung up and rode the horse easily bareback.
They practiced riding around the corral a while before heading for a ride to the stream. Everything they saw they would say the English word, and he would say the word in his language, and several times more in English. By evening, the boy was tired, but he looked better, appeared happier, and smelled a whole lot better.
Once Josh and Zeke realized they had not been alone the entire day, they tiptoed to their room, and snuggled in their bed and made out. As usual, one thing led to another until they were both sexually satisfied and settled into their favorite spooning position.
It took several days of practicing before Yuma could balance his food on a fork, but grinned when he accomplished the task. The boys instantly praised him. It did not take them long to realize that in his life as an Indian he had not received much praise. If Josh lifted the water bucket to fetch water, Yuma picked up the second bucket and followed him. If Zeke brought in an armload of firewood, then Yuma did the same. They continued teaching him at every opportunity, and he seemed eager to learn. They thought he was very smart, and marveled at how quickly he was speaking English words.
He learned their whistles and calls, and he knew their boot prints. He was an expert tracker when they went hunting. He would walk ahead of them, and upon finding game; he would stop, crouch down, and turn to the boys and motion for them to stop. He would point in the direction of the game. Zeke and Josh took turns shooting. In a few days, they added four turkeys, several geese, and a few rabbits to their smokehouse. Yuma took charge of skinning and tanning the hides.
At the beginning of their fifth week together, they spotted smoke rising far to the east. They did not think there was a settlement there, and feared a wagon train might be burning. However, when they let Yuma look through the binoculars, he became very excited, but then he did something amazing. He was staring at the smoke to the southeast of them when suddenly, he turned forty-five degrees to the northeast, and immediately found another stream of smoke.
He became very excited and pointed at the each of the locations of smoke. They could not understand him, but they knew he was not happy.
“Do you think it is some kind of smoke signal? Is that where his people are?” asked Zeke.
“I don’t know, but he knew right where to find the second one. He’s definitely clever.”
Zeke tried to talk to him, “Yuma, is that your people, your tribe?” Zeke pointed at the two fires.
Yuma shook his head no, and then said, “Kaga Ozuye. Kaga Ozuye. Kaga Ozuye.” He pointed anxiously as repeated the words, and then shook with fear.
Josh spoke up first, “I wish we knew more of his words, but I know he doesn’t want to go where the smoke is coming from.”
“Yeah, I agree, but he did teach us those fires were not accidents, or even a wagon train. He recognized the smoke patterns as signal fires. Next time we see one of those smoke signals we should turn in the opposite direction, and high tail it home.”
“That’s right,” replied Josh.
Then suddenly Yuma did a very odd thing. He pointed at the northeastern smoke trail, then yanked his pants down and slapped his bare butt. He made a terrible scream sound, and then said, “Kaga Ozuye.” When Josh and Zeke still did not understand, he pulled his shirt up off his back, placed his hand on his scars, and repeated Kaga Ozuye several times. Then as he put his shirt down, pulled his pants up, and he began to cry.
Zeke pulled him into his arms and hugged him tightly. “You’re okay, lad. You’re okay now. We’re not going to make you go there. You’re safe here.”
Josh smiled. “I think whoever is at those fires treated him badly. Do you think he was a slave Indian?”
“Maybe he was captured from another tribe and made to work for these warriors. They must have beaten him badly.”
“I think they mistreated him for sure,” added Zeke solemnly.
Josh thought for a second, “Well, he’ll never have to worry about them again. This would explain why we found him alone and without weapons. He must have escaped.”
“Time to change the subject and the scenery—let’s head home,” suggested Zeke.
“Okay, but I’m going to soak in the hot spring after supper. My butt is sore.” He winked at Zeke.
“Don’t blame me, you were begging for it last night,” Zeke shot back.
Just then, Josh put his finger to his lips for Yuma and Zeke to hush. Slowly, he pulled his rifle up and took a deliberate steady aim. Suddenly, the gun fired and Josh grinned.
Yuma jumped with joy, and quickly led his horse to where Josh had aimed.
“What did you hit?” asked Zeke.
“It is going to take more than my horse to get him home,” laughed Josh.
Zeke and Josh arrived to find Yuma kneeling beside a big moose. Josh immediately wished he had used his buffalo gun, as the animal, though down and bleeding, was not yet dead. Yuma came back to Zeke and pointed at his knife on his belt. Zeke handed it to him.
Yuma went back to the moose, knelt down again, and began touching the tip of his third finger on his right hand into the palm of the left, and then he reversed the procedure starting with the left hand while chanting and looking up at the sky. Then he stopped, felt the chest of the moose like a doctor might when examining a patient, found the animal’s heart, picked up the knife and thrust it in as far as it would go. The animal sighed heavily and died.
Yuma pulled the knife out, took some of the blood, and wiped it on his forehead. Josh and Zeke dismounted. Yuma came to them, and made the same stripe of blood on their foreheads, too.
“Never thought I would start playing Indian at my age,” grinned Josh.
“I think they believe the animals are a gift of God, and he was giving his god praise for the animal’s good life, and perhaps thanking him for the food provided,” said Zeke.
“Aren’t you the wise old bird,” laughed Josh. “We’d better start carving this moose up, if we are going to get home by dark.”
Yuma went to work quickly by expertly cutting the hide in large squares. Josh and Zeke removed empty canvas sacks from their saddlebags. Yuma cut the meat from the animal and placed it in the sacks. For a boy so young, he knew exactly what to do. Zeke and Josh followed his grunts and orders. When finished, Yuma rolled up the hides and tied them to his horse. He returned to the moose and grabbed a leg, stepped on the knee joint, and pulled as hard as he could until the lower leg bone popped out of the knee socket. He tore it loose from the animal with great determination. He then looked around and found a sharp rock. He grabbed the severed leg by the upper part and flung the hoof down on the rock until it broke off. He repeated the same procedure for each leg, then tied the bones with a piece of rawhide onto the back of Zeke’s his horse. He then swung up on to his horse.
Josh began leading the way home. “What do you suppose he wanted with the leg bones?”
“Got me? I have never seen anyone do that before in my life. He was tenacious,” said Zeke.
“He is also a bloody mess,” added Josh.
“That he is,” laughed Zeke.
When they reached the bottom of the mountain and started across the stream, Yuma stopped and gave the reins of his horse to Zeke. He then walked into the river, and though the water was very cold, he plunged in. He came up laughing and scrubbing the blood from his body and clothes.
“Well, at least he has good manners,” laughed Josh.
“Yep, he washes up pretty good,” laughed Zeke.
Yuma twisted most of the water out of his clothes, and then laid them over the back of his horse to dry. He swung on his horse broad naked.
“That’s got to hurt,” said Josh as they began their way home once more.
“My balls would be hurting. I think he is definitely tougher than we are.”
After they took care of their horses, stored the new meat in the smokehouse, put away their weapons, Zeke and Josh removed their clothes, grabbed the wash bucket, and the three of them headed to the hot springs. They took turns washing each other’s hair and bodies, and Yuma seemed determine to give the boys as much attention as they gave him. Once clean, they all settled down for a good long soak in the water.
“Do you think we should show affection for one another in front of Yuma?” asked Zeke.
Josh thought a moment. “This is our home that we’ve built with our own hands, as well as our sweat and blood. I think we are entitled to be ourselves in our own domain. The actual sexual acts might be best reserved for quiet time alone.”
“That’s going to be hard since we all live in the same cabin,” replied Zeke.
“Perhaps we better think of a way to add a loft or a room so Yuma can have a space of his own.”
“That is a good idea, but for now, I think I could stay in this hot water all night.”
Zeke let his hand wander over to Josh and beneath the waters gave Josh’s penis a squeeze. Josh turned to him, and pulled him into his arms. Yuma watched with great interest, but made no expression good or bad. They lay back in the water with an arm around the back of the other’s head, and kicked their feet splashing Yuma. The boy grinned and splashed them back, and before long, the three were involved in a huge water fight.
Josh hung Yuma’s clothes on an arrangement of sticks near the fire to dry. Yuma possessed no modesty, and walked around the cabin easily in the nude. Zeke gave him a long shirt to put on, and soon they all settled down to sleep. After they thought the boy was asleep, they began making love. Yuma watched them from out of the corner of his eye. They did not know it yet, but the band of demon warriors he called ‘Kaga Ozuye’ in his Lakota tongue often raped him and the other boys every night. This group murdered his family in an attack on their tribe while they were moving to their summer hunting ground. Then they transported him over three hundred miles away. He was only seven at the time, too old to be killed like his little brother and sister, but not too old to be a threat. In their eyes, he was the perfect slave.
They fed him little more than they did their dogs or horses, but they demanded a lot of him. He took care of his master’s needs in every way. Getting food or water, or keeping him warm at night, packing up the camp, and hauling it to the next site were just a few of the things he did. Once he tried to run away, and they tied a rope to his feet, and hung him upside down from a tree limb. They whipped him with a thorny branch, and burned him by poking his flesh with hot sticks from the cook fire. He did not run away again until the boys found him. One day he would get even with Kaga Ozuye. One day, he thought.
SIX
The captain hoped to reach Fort Laramie in Wyoming without trouble from the warriors, but after a two days ride from Fort Bent in Colorado, they began spotting small gangs of Indians daily. At first, the braves remained far off, but now they were moving closer, observing the wagon train through the day. He knew they were looking for weak links to pounce upon, like wolves stalking a wounded buffalo. After they crossed the North Platte River, the Indian riders became greater in number. He assumed the Indian scouts sent for reinforcements with the smoke signals from the mountain peaks that he spotted.
“Do you see them on the ridge?” called William without pointing, thinking it better to let the Indians assume they were invisible.
“Afraid I do, damn heathens,” replied the captain.
“Why haven’t they attacked us?” asked Barn, between spits of his tobacco juice, which mostly ran down his chin to his well-stained shirt.
The captain thought for a moment. “I think they are waiting until we’re too far from Fort Bent to go back, and not yet close enough to Fort Laramie for a patrol to help us. It could be snowing in Wyoming, and if so, the patrols have probably cut back, leaving a free range for the Indians to roam in—at least for the winter.”
“So they are going to attack, the question is when and where,” stated William.
“Yep, I think we must change our plans a bit,” said the captain.
“What do you mean?” asked Barn after spitting again.
“We are closer to Fort Collins than we are to Fort Laramie. We could reach the fort before they attack us.”
“How do we manage that?” asked William.
“We’ll pretend to make camp, early I think. We’ll put big piles of firewood near our campfires. After dark, we’ll quickly pack up, and in secret head southwest. Once we are out of camp, the rear guards will throw the extra wood on the fires so they burn all night. The Indians will assume we are asleep by our fires.”
“Aye, Captain. That sounds good, but we’ll have to hurry once we are out of ear range, and we’ll have to find a place to cross back over the North Platte River,” stated William.
“I know a place, near Winston. It was a mining town, but a ghost town now. We can cross there, and hold for the night. It is a two-day ride from there to Fort Collins. If any wagon breaks a wheel, we must abandon it, and the passengers spread to other wagons. We’ll keep the horses in case we need them, because if a horse becomes lame, we’ll have to let him go.”
“That the plan?” asked William to be sure.
“Yes,” nodded the captain, “pass the word. Everyone should act normal, and do not look at the Indians directly. We must appear harmless and stupid. Once we’re camped, I’ll call a meeting and explain.”
If the captain had not instilled discipline from their very first day on the trail, many of the settlers might have felt dishearten to an abrupt change in directions, but the captain warned them they had no choice. They could turn south with a chance to live, or continue northwest, and most certainly die in the next twenty-four hours. Therefore, the entire train faked setting up camp, fed and watered their horses, adjusted and tied down all their belongings, and then checked their weapons.
As soon as darkness arrived, William and his scouts slid out of camp, and made their way south, based on the direction the captain gave them. William looked up to the skies, and said a quick prayer of thankfulness for the cloudy skies, which would block the light of the moon. He left his men moving slowly forward, while he returned and gave the captain a thumbs-up sign. In the dark of the early night, they followed the wagon in front of them as William led them through the woods and southwest. Once all the wagons were away the rear guards began adding firewood to the fires until every stick of wood was burning. They crept out into the forest where they hid their horses, and rode quietly to catch up and protect the rear of the wagon train.
By daybreak, they had at least a ten-mile head start. William reported to the captain that so far, there were no signs of any Indians following. The captain knew better than to think they were out of hot water. By noon, he spotted puffs of smoke rising from the top of the ridge of the mountains to their west. Later, William saw another trail of smoke from a mountain far behind them. The captain kept pushing the wagons, only slowing down for water for the horses, and for passengers to run to the woods to pee. They set aside any modesty with children squatting down just a dozen feet from their wagon, and men urinating in plain view, while still holding their reins of their horse.
By nightfall, the captain called a halt to allow the animals to rest for a while. He posted sentries, and sent William and his team out into the darkness to find the North Platte River. Two hours later, William returned with good news that he had spotted the river in a valley, but they would have to wind their way to the west and go through a gorge to get there. He felt it would take them ten or twelve hours to get to the river.
The captain lost no time hurrying the settlers back to their wagons and getting the train on the road again. There was plenty of grumbling, but not a word within earshot of the captain. They had no choice but to trust his instinct and leadership on their behalf.
Two nights ago, Zeke gave Yuma one of his knives in a leather sheaf, which he immediately strapped to his waist with a leather cord. He had been taking shooting lessons with the rifle, but they had not yet given him a firearm to carry on his own. He was a pretty good shot and when he took aim, he possessed perfect posture, while remaining motionless, as he concentrated harder than any man Josh or Zeke had ever seen. Josh surmised it took a long time to make a spear, and even more time to make a dozen arrows for a hunt. In most cases, they could not afford a second shot. They learned every shot had to count, and recovered, or more work done. Yuma exhibited a deathly eye for his target. He would make a good hunter.
The trio left way before dawn as they had seen a herd of deer in the valley on the eastern side of Edger Mountain the day before. It would be at least a six-hour ride to get there. The sun hit their faces as they went along the ridge before descending downward. They were at an elevation of about eight thousand feet allowing a magnificent sunrise as the sunbeams sliced their way through a thin line of black clouds. The sun felt good to their skin, as they had ridden damp and cold all morning. As they started down, they were mostly sheltered under the extensive canopies of tall Ponderosa pines. As they rounded a rise, Yuma suddenly became very chatty while pointing to the northeast. He finally managed a single English word, “Smoke!”
“Where?” asked Josh as turned around to see which way Yuma was pointing?
Zeke retrieved his binoculars and turned the focus ring. “I think it is a signal fire.”
“Wow, Yuma has great eyesight. I did not even notice the smoke,” replied Josh.
Yuma pointed eastward.
Zeke turned his glasses to his far left, “Yep, there’s another to the east. I wonder what is going on.”
“How far from where we plan to hunt?” asked Josh.
“Probably still a pretty good ways, but let’s don’t plan to spend the night there,” replied Zeke stowing away his binoculars. “Let’s get moving. We need to make our kills and get back over the ridge.”
“Still no sign of them?” asked the captain as William rode beside him.
“Nope, but I suspect we’ve still got a fight ahead of us.”
“You’re right. Out here, I’m confident we can circle quickly, and put up a pretty good fight if there aren’t too many of them. Going through the gorge is another matter. If I did the planning for them, I would attack there. We’ll have to be ready.”
“How do we fight in such a narrow pass?” asked William.
“I’ve been thinking about it. As we start through the pass, we’ll have the settlers extend their reins on their horses. The entire group should remain out of sight beneath the canopy of the wagon, and below the wooden sidewalls. They should also have their guns ready. We should push them to keep moving as fast as possible, but when the attack happens, they should move double time. That will keep our casualty numbers down. My biggest concern is if the Indians block the trail with a rockslide or a fallen tree. We would have to stop and move it under fire, as there will be no retreat and nowhere to turn around. Most likely the largest part of their force will attack from the rear.”
William sighed before speaking, “Dang, this is going to be a huge fight. Why don’t we put only men in the rear wagons, and move the women and children to the middle?”
“Good idea, William. Move a case of that dynamite in the supply wagon to the last wagon. I’ll handle the rear. You’ll stay in the front and keep them moving. Whatever you do—don’t stop.”
“Aye, Captain,” replied William as he took off to give orders for the adjustments they discussed before returning to the front. They briefly stopped to move the women and children to the middle, and put more men with rifles in the rear wagons.
A few hours later, they entered the gorge. William thought the area appeared excessively still and quiet for his taste. He failed to see a single bird or squirrel. His scouts made it to the river and returned to push the wagons ahead.
Later in the day, Yuma silently tapped Josh on the shoulder and pointed to the far right. Josh smiled as he spotted what Yuma had seen, a huge buck. He nodded in appreciation, lined up the shot, and fired, killing the deer in one shot.
Zeke held his rifle up waiting to see if there was a reaction from perhaps a hidden herd. He saw movement far off to the right and sighted the target. His right index finger twitched as his muscles tightened on the trigger. Josh and Yuma held their breath for the shot.
Suddenly, Zeke dropped his rifle. “There’s a man there,” he whispered, “an Indian.”
Yuma did not catch all the words, but he knew something was wrong. He ran to Zeke’s saddlebag, brought him the binoculars, and held his rifle. Zeke scanned the ridge on the other side of the valley. He moved slowly to his left and found nothing. Quickly, he turned to the center and failed to spot the warrior. Then he turned to the right, and again found nothing. Had he been wrong? Did his eyes deceive him? At last, he saw the man again, attempting to hide behind a tree. He slowly paned the binoculars farther up to the ridge, and he saw more men. He moved the field glasses over to the right on the ridge and spotted even more.
“Shit!” said Zeke. “The ridge is full of Indian warriors, and they all have war paint on their faces.”
Josh took the glasses and scanned the area. When finished, Yuma took the glasses, stared at the men, and said, “Sioux warriors, we must run or die.”
Before they could saddle up, they heard gunfire mixed with whoops and screams, followed by more gunfire. Zeke grabbed the binoculars and stared across to the ridge. “They are not after us. They are firing down the ridge to the other side. What is on the other side of that mountain?”
Josh thought for a second, “North Platte River.”
“We crossed it early this morning but farther downstream. Why are they attacking there?” asked Zeke.
Josh thought for a second, “It is narrow pass from the east to the west to cross the Platte River. But who is trying to make it across the Platte River?”
“It must be a wagon train. They are going to get slaughtered,” stated Zeke.
“Yep, we have to go back up the steep part of this mountain to get around them and head home,” said Josh as he pointed upwards.
“What about the wagon train? We can’t just leave them.”
Josh sighed, “Unfortunately, it is too late to warn them. I hope they are ready for them. There’s only two of us, plus Yuma. What could we do?”
Zeke bit his lip, and Josh knew it meant he was thinking hard. “Let’s hurry to the top, maybe we can pick off some of the Indians, and then we’ll head down to the river to see if we can help.”
“I knew you would say that. You realize you’re getting us right in the middle of a battle. We rode all the way to Colorado to get away from war,” complained Josh, as he led his horse quickly through the thicket.
“Yep, I know, but the trouble came to us. I guess we’re just lucky.”
Josh sighed. He wanted to be done with killing men, but his Southern way of life required honor as well as valor. He could not leave those city folks to the Indians. Reluctantly, he saddled up, and began leading them upward.
Yuma followed silently. If he understood or had a vote, he would have voted to make a run for it, but he followed the boys anyhow.
The captain heard the gunfire from the lead wagons followed by the war whoops from the Indians even before the last wagon turned into the pass. He knew their turn would come fast. He tied his horse to the next to last wagon and climbed aboard the last one. “Everyone ready?” he asked, He found his rifle and ammo stacked up waiting for him. “Keep the dynamite near the front. I don’t want a stray bullet hitting that case, or we all be blown to smithereens. Stay low, and aim carefully. If you miss the Indian, then shoot his horse—anything to slow them down. They will not hesitate to kill you or your family. You must do the same. Don’t think about killing—just do it!” he demanded.
William had his hands full upfront. The Indians started with a barrage of hundreds of arrows. The deflected arrows came through the canvas tops, and wounded many settlers. Unfortunately, so were several horses, most of which kept running because they were terrified. Two wagons crashed, spilling the occupants into the woods along the trail. Quickly, survivors jumped onto the approaching wagons. A deluge of arrows killed many running settlers. The Indians dropped burning piles of brush onto the trail ahead of them.
The horses reared at the sight of the fire. The wagon behind ran into the wagon ahead. William realized there would soon be a pile up of wagons. He drove his horse to the front, lassoed the biggest burning brush, and pulled it down the trail knocking the other bushes out of the way with it. As he did so, he had to duck low on his horse avoiding the flying arrows. The wagon horses quickly followed him. Once he had the trail clear, he doubled back just as two wagons came rolling by on fire. Apparently, the Indians managed to roll a few burning bushes right on top of the wagons. As the wagons began burning, the terrified horses turned sharply, flipping the wagons over, and spilling the settlers.
“Hurry up. We must get through!” he yelled. He twisted around, looked up the mountain, and turned pale. A swarm of over a fifty Indians began running down the sides of the mountain. He drew his pistol and began firing, trying to make every shot count while dodging arrows.
“Here they come! Wait until you have a good target and fire,” ordered the captain.
They topped a hill and realized they were at least forty or more Indians chasing them on horseback. The men were scared, but the captain fired first, and the men quickly joined him with a torrent of fire. Their shots were good, and a dozen or so warriors fell in the first volley, but the fearless Indians just kept coming, while trampling the wounded warriors who had fallen with no mercy.
Josh reached the top of the hill, grabbed his Sharp buffalo rifle, and knelt down behind a rock. Zeke gave the reins of his horse to Yuma, pulled his Winchester from the saddle sleeve, and joined Josh.
“They are charging the wagons,” said Josh.
“We’re shooting downward and stationary, so we have the advantage. Try to take down the Indians from the right, and I will start on the left. If we are lucky, the wounded could cause others to stumble and fall, or perhaps think the cavalry is charging from this side of the pass,” said Zeke.
Josh laughed. “Boy, you are an optimist. I think our plans of making friends just went out the window. We’ll be lucky to keep our scalps.”
“Well, that may be true with this bunch, but there are lots of Indian bands and tribes. There has to be some friendly ones. Fire!” yelled Zeke.
Josh caught a man charging down a steep hill, and hit him dead center of his chest. The buffalo rifle was so powerful the bullet went through the Indian, and hit the man behind him in the stomach. They both went down, tumbling as they fell, knocking other warriors down with them. Josh reloaded.
Zeke carefully sighted his Winchester using the boulder to steady his gun and fired. With the rifle’s ability to ratchet another shell, he took down two men before Josh reloaded and fired the single shot Sharps. Together, they kept firing. Yuma tied off the horses and brought more ammo from the saddlebags. During the firing, Zeke noted the Indians did not wear the same black and white stripes on their faces that attacked him. They were dark red stripes.
Across the pass, the Indians were swarming down the hill. The settlers were fairing a bit better hidden behind the wagon walls and firing their rifles and pistols. However, the accuracy of the Indians amazed Josh. Almost every wagon loss one or two settlers, but each wagon took down eight to ten warriors. Josh did another double shot just as Zeke took out two Indians just a bit to the right of his targets. Together, the wounded warriors stumbled, knocking down another group of Indians. In just a few minutes, the Indians lost control of their charge down the hill, and became an avalanche of human legs and arms, as well as bows and arrows. They could not stop as the loose soil came down with them, and some fell in a pile right on the road. Many of their bows and arrows were broken and useless.
Just as they looked about for good weapons, the next wagon of horses ran right into them. They heard the screams over the gunfire as the horses trampled the Indians. The driver of the wagon was too terrified to even think of slowing down. He kept to his job, urging the horses forward, and keeping his head down. He did not see the Indians until the last second, but it was too late. He felt the bumps as the wheels rolled over the bodies snapping and crushing their bones. He would remember their horrifying screams for the rest of his life.
The next wagon continued running over the fallen Indians, and then the next. It instantly became a gruesome bloody sight. The event caused Josh to pause for a second before his instincts and training took over, and he began firing once again.
William and his scouts reached the river. They spread out, took cover, and began returning fire. The first wagon rushed to the river and began crossing. Williams yelled to them, “Keep going until you’re well hidden by the trees. Go deep and leave room for the others.”
The Indians managed to shoot the driver of the next wagon approaching the river. The out of control wagon had gone off the trail near the last turn of the river and crashed. The Indians pounced on the victims.
At the rear of the train, the captain and his group cut the size of the group of Indians behind them in half. In a narrow section of the pass, the captain deliberately shot the lead Indian horse. As he fell, he took out the horses around him, creating a logjam of confusion. It gave him a chance to turn and look ahead, and he did not like what he saw. Numerous wagons crashed off the trail. Most were on fire, and surrounded by a small group of warriors. They took scalps. It sickened him, but he began firing once more.
The Indians were beating the fallen settlers with tomahawks, and a few were chopping the settlers with huge axes the size and shape of which he had never seen. As a warrior raised his axe to strike again, the captain took quick aim, and shot him right between the eyes.
His wagon roared by before the other Indians could retaliate. As they came round another curve, the captain spotted another spilled wagon off the trail. A boy and his father managed to climb out. His father began shooting his pistol at the approaching Indians. They saw the captain’s rolling wagon so the father and son started running to catch it.
“Grab them!” yelled the captain.
The father could have easily outrun his son, but he bravely kept turning and firing, giving his son time to catch the wagon.
“Run boy! Run!” the men in the wagon yelled.
The boy slightly tripped a step or two, but then gave the run one last effort. The captain snatched his left arm just as he was about to fall, and yanked him into a wagon like a fisherman bringing a big fish aboard his boat.
The father saw his son make it to safety. He turned to shoot one last time, but his gun did not fire. He was out of bullets. He threw the gun at the Indians chasing him, and then turned, concentrating on running and catching the wagons.
With his son yelling for him to run, the father would have caught the wagon, but in a flash, an arrow seared through his back, and the arrowhead stopped on the front side of his bleeding chest. The captain saw it, and knew the man was done for. The man stumbled and ran a few more steps before a second arrow got him in the leg. Before the white man destroyed their hunting lands in the plains, the archer spent most of his life taking down huge buffalo with similar techniques. A third arrow to the hip sent the severely wounded settler crashing to the ground. Before the dust could settle, a third Indian ran up and bashed his head with a twenty-four inch club with a large rock strapped to the top. The man’s head split open like pumpkin. The captain quickly grabbed the boy, and turned his face away from the gruesome scene.
“I’m sorry son. He’s dead. Now lay down so the arrows can’t get you. Come on, do it now,” urged the captain, as he pushed the sobbing and petrified boy to the floor near the front of the wagon.
The captain spotted the dynamite, and retrieved a stick, lit it quickly and threw it out the back. It blew up in the middle of about twelve warriors racing towards them. He quickly lit another.
“Time to move forward,” said Josh as he ran to Yuma for the reins of his horse.
“How far to the river?” asked Zeke as he followed and swung up on his horse.
“Not far. Probably three hundred yards, but if we go down the ridge to the left, we can cross in an easy spot, and then come back upriver to provide cover fire for the wagons to cross. We must hurry!” yelled Josh.
“Hee-yah!” yelled Zeke.
“Hee…” yelled Yuma, not at all sure what he was yelling to his horse, but he had no time to wonder as Josh led them down a very steep ravine, through a small pass and into the river. Although the water was deep, the width was far less than where the wagons would cross.
“Yuma, hold on to your horse’s mane, and don’t let loose. You go where he goes. He’ll swim, just hang on!” urged Josh as he showed Yuma what to do. Josh held his rifle above the water with his right hand. Zeke did the same.
“Go ahead of me,” yelled Zeke.
Yuma did as told, though he only understood part of the words. He copied Josh and frantically his frighten horse swam to the other side. Zeke nearly fell off as his horse stumbled on a smooth river rock, but once on shore Josh led them up the bank into the woods where they quickly turned upstream.
Four wagons made it across until the Indians on the hills reached the river. William and his men began returning their fire with good results, but they would not be able to hold out for long. William gulped as he saw another thirty or more Indians charging down the hill towards them. He glanced back and realized the wagon train only had seven more wagons to go with the last wagon leading a swarm of Indians. He knew the captain would keep firing until his last breath, but the odds were against him.
Then suddenly, William took an arrow to his left thigh. He yelled out at the pain and fell back, but he knew he could not rest, or they would kill him. He pushed the arrow through, broke off the arrowhead, and then pulled the broken shaft out of his leg. He quickly took his neckband, tied it across the wound, snatched up his pistol, and began firing once again.
Two more wagons passed, but they were attempting to corner the remaining five from the hill and the rear. Then he heard gunfire behind him, and turned to see two white men firing across the river at the leaders of the hill charge. One of them held a larger bore buffalo gun, the sound of which he heard above all others. They began taking down one Indian after another.
“Cross over,” yelled William to his men. “Hurry wagons! Hurry!”
Two of William’s men made it across, but the Indians killed the rest. The scouts swiftly forded the river, moved their horses into the trees, dismounted, and ran back to the bank to continue shooting. They took up a position behind the rocks on the safe side of the river. Two more wagons crossed, but the horses with third wagon spooked, reared up, and the water quickly flooded and flipped the wagon, pinning and drowning the settlers.
William looked around as the surviving settlers ran back from their parked wagons to help, and in a few minutes, they had eighteen men firing at the Indians, and only two more wagons to go.
The captain glanced ahead and saw the river. “Come on boys, keep firing. We’ve got fifty yards to go!” The wagon ahead of him hit the water. The captain tossed another stick of dynamite out the back, and flinched at the explosion before returning fire.
Josh spotted a tall Indian yelling an order to his men. He sighted him quickly, and hit him dead center of the chest. The wagon crossing the river lurched passed him, and up the bank into the forest out of sight.
William saw an Indian reach for the reins on the horses pulling the captain’s wagon in an effort to steer them off course. He fired twice before his gun failed. As he quickly began reloading his pistol from the bullets in his belt, he saw another Indian catch the horses on the other side, and this one managed to swing up on top of the horses. The captain was still firing to the rear, and did not see the danger in front.
“Josh!” yelled Zeke as he pointed at the last wagon.
Josh spun back to his right, and saw the horses, the wagon, and the Indians attacking it. He took quick aim and hit the Indian on top of the lead horse, spinning him backwards into a full flip before tumbling down and between the horses. The rapidly spinning wagon wheels instantly crushed him.
Josh quickly reloaded, but could not get a clear shot at the Indian pulling at the reins on the left, but all of a sudden the Indian leaped into the air to jump forward to the lead horse. Josh fired and caught the Indian in the chest in midair. He fell beneath the horses, which terrified the wide-eyed animals as they trampled him and charged into the water.
The captain and his men nearly fell out of the wagon as they clung on as the horses quickly dragged the wagon across the water and up the bank.
The Indians continued their charge towards the river, but the settlers, along with the scouts, plus Josh and Zeke, took them down one man at a time, until finally, the Indian's retreated. The scouts quickly caught some of the horses that broke free from the wrecked wagons, and followed the train across the river. The Indians captured, wounded, or killed many of the horses left behind across the shore.
Josh and Zeke looked around at the bloody and horrified travelers. The smell of gunfire and blood, the cries of pain, and lifeless bodies, reminded them of the war they thought they left behind. The battle had been brisk but deadly. They shook their heads in disbelief at the bloody carnage with the Indians taking the brunt of the losses. He counted over seventy dead on the far shore, and guessed at least that many on the hill and along the wagon route to the river. He had no idea of how many white settlers died.
SEVEN
Zeke pulled up his rifle and wiped the sweat from his brow. Steam rose from the barrel of his Winchester. He looked to his left, and smiled. “Josh? Are you all right?”
A trail of smoke rose from Josh’s buffalo gun. He turned to face Zeke. He had black gunpowder streaks across his face created by his sweat, and the smoke and gun residue. He smiled. “Yep, and you? How’s Yuma?”
Yuma grinned as he pulled the horses up to them. “Me, good,” he said smiling.
“Yes you are,” laughed Zeke as he gave him a hug.
Josh laughed. “Well, I know they suffered many casualties, but I hoped we saved some.”
“More than some,” began William as he approached with a limp from the arrow wound to his leg. “I can’t thank you enough for your help. I’m William Teemer, the lead scout. Is that a buffalo gun?”
Josh looked up at the tall fellow and smiled. “I’m Josh Johnson, and yes it is a Sharps rifle. It is very deadly for three to four hundred yards, perhaps farther.”
Zeke spoke up as he shook William’s hand, “I’m Zeke Robertson, and this is our friend Yuma.”
William shook Zeke’s hand warmly, but suddenly realized Yuma was an Indian dressed in white man’s clothes. “Is this Indian really a friend?” he asked apprehensively.
“Yes, a good friend. He helped spot the smoke signals as the warriors prepared to do battle with you. We would have been too late had it not been for him. Not all Indians are bad Indians,” added Zeke.
“Just as not all white men are good men,” added Josh.
William slowly nodded his head approvingly. “I’m afraid that is true. Very well, then, thank you again. I’m sure the captain will want to meet you,” said William as he shook Yuma’s hand and smiled. “And thank you, young man.”
They all turned to follow the road to where the wagons pulled to a stop. At just about the point where they would lose sight of the river, an arrow suddenly whizzed by Josh’s head, and planted itself dead center in a tree about head high. His military training took over. He spun without hesitation, and brought his rifle around to a firing position with the last cartridge already loaded and cocked.
A single Indian warrior refused to quit. He had forded the river and just as he reached their side of the riverbank, he knelt down on one knee and brought up his bow. As he began drawing back his second arrow, Josh pulled the trigger. The bullet raced right into the heart of the Indian knocking him into a back flip. As he spun in the air, he dropped his bow and quiver of arrows on shore. He crashed into the water about midway across, instantly dead.
“Damn!” exclaimed William. “What a shot!”
Yuma quickly gave Zeke the reins of the horses and began running towards the river.
Alarmed Zeke shouted at him, “Stop! Where are you going? You’ll be killed!”
Josh quickly reloaded his weapon, and began scanning across the river. Zeke pulled his rifle up while cocking it and took aim.
Yuma reached down and gathered the arrows spilled from the quiver, grabbed the bow, and ran back to Zeke.
“You scared the crap out of me,” exclaimed Zeke.
Josh laughed. “Your yelling probably scared him, too. I suspect he knows how to use a warrior’s bow and arrows.” Josh patted Yuma’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Together, they continued towards the wagons.
The scout led them towards his boss. “Captain, these are the fellows who helped us,” said William as he waved the captain over.
The captain immediately shook their hands. “I’m Wayne Moore. Thank you very much. I’m glad this Indian was on our side. We’re trying to quickly bandage the wounded, repair the wagons and harnesses, grab some food, and then we’ll quickly move on. I dare not stay and allow those bastards to attack us again.”
“You’re still two full days journey to Fort Collins, but they have patrols out almost every day,” said Josh. “Maybe you’ll run into one soon.”
“William,” began the captain, “go see the doc and let him fix your leg wound, then get some grub and ammunition, and feed your horse. Take another scout with you, and find one of those patrols. Get them to come escort us in.”
“Yes sir,” replied William who then turned to his new friends. “Thank you again. I hope we meet again someday.”
“You’re welcome. Ride safe,” replied Zeke.
“Gentlemen, what are you doing in this wild Indian territory?” asked the captain as he led them to their grub wagon, and didn’t give them an immediate chance to answer his question, as he barked orders to his men. “Barn, get these heroes something to eat and drink, if you don’t mind.”
“Yes, Captain,” replied Barn who had been feeding the wagon train settlers and the scouts.
“Men, scatter out and stand watch. I don’t want a single Indian to get within two hundred yards of us.”
The men quickly finished their food, grabbed their rifles and horses, and made their way back towards the river. Josh, Zeke, and Yuma sat down on a log. Barn brought each of them a plate of his beans, rice, and a biscuit. He followed with a cup of coffee.
“We live in these mountains. This is our home. The Indians generally leave us alone, but we’ve experienced a couple of run-ins with a bad group that wears black and white stripes on their faces. However, the Indians that attacked you are not part of that bunch,” said Josh. “They were Sioux.”
Zeke spoke up, “The Indian tribes are banding together to fight the settlers. They have been pushed off their hunting grounds, which are the plains you crossed from Missouri, Kansas, Eastern Colorado, and Dakotas.”
“According to the newspapers, some of the leadership in the government and army decided if they shot all the buffalo, the Indians would be forced off their land. This would allow the government to sell the land to the settlers with a one hundred percent profit. Put yourself in their shoes. They have been here for centuries, and the white man has been here for just four or five decades or so. Do you think they got a fair deal?” asked Josh.
The captain gave him a grunt, “I see your point, but they should bring their cases to a court and stop shooting people. None of these settlers did anything to them.”
“They have no lawyers in their tribes, and they’ve already signed a dozen treaties offering concessions, but so far, the white man has broken every single one of them,” said Zeke.
“I see, well, I think I’m going back to the ocean. I’ve had enough of these Indians. I’d rather fight pirates,” said the captain with a laugh. “Again, I can’t thank you enough. You’re welcome to ride along with us if you like.”
The boys quickly finished their food, “No thanks. Our home is in a different direction.” Josh deliberately did not point to where they lived.
Zeke took up the hint. “I hope you don’t run into any more trouble. You gave the Indians a pretty good whipping. I doubt they will bother you again. They tend to go after smaller groups where victory is certain.”
“I hope so. It was nice to meet you lads. Thank you for saving us. Have a safe journey home,” said the captain as he shook their hands once more. “Here take this horse and saddle as a gift of thanks. It belonged to one of my men that didn’t make it.” He handed the reins to Yuma with a tip of his hat, and then walked off to issue orders for everyone to load up.
“Let’s get out of here,” said Josh to Zeke and Yuma.
“I’m with you. Let’s go.”
Yuma tied Josh’s rope around his packhorse, climbed on the new horse with the saddle, and tied off the rope to the saddle horn. Zeke quickly adjusted the stirrups for his shorter legs, helped him with the reins, and then smiled. “You look like a cowboy.”
Yuma smiled, as Josh laughed as he swung up on his horse. They followed the same road to Fort Collins for about a mile, before cutting-cross country up and over the ridge, down a mountain, over another ridge, and into their valley. They led the horses into the barn, removed their saddles and bridles, and fed them. They had been forced to abandon their kill, but felt good they were able to help the settlers. It had been a long day that left Josh worrying as to how many battles they would have to fight to remain on their mountain. They ate quickly and made their way to the hot springs before turning in for the night exhausted.
Lieutenant Robert McCaffey enjoyed the life of a soldier more than any other man in his company. He looked like a typical Irishman in every feature: red hair, blue eyes, freckles on his face and hands, and a quick temper. He arrived in the west with his best friend after the war, fully believing his days of battles and wars were over. He and James Wilson wanted adventure without death, as they had seen more than their share in the march with Sherman near the end of the war. Many of their friends were getting out of the army, but Robert and James were promoted after showing interest of staying in, and after a bit of coaxing, they convinced their captain to recommend their transfer to the west. That was almost two years ago, and it began with long patrols with very few sightings of Indians. They mostly ate dust as they rode mile after mile, survived the heat during the summer, the cold during the winter, and still loved being in the army. Initially, Robert was sympathetic to the Indian cause, but that all changed just over four weeks ago when they were resting their horses after a long morning ride on patrol. James lifted his canteen to his lips. Robert heard the sound of a zip-thud. He turned to see where the sound came from and gasped at the scene before his eyes.
James still held the canteen to his lips, but an arrow hit him in the back of the neck, and now stood still sticking out the front side of his neck piercing his windpipe. The water and blood poured down the front of his blue uniform. Robert started to run to him while telling his men to take cover and fire at will.
Horrified, James dropped the canteen, and fell face first in the dirt, gasping for air as he continued bleeding. Robert carefully turned him over after breaking the arrow in the back of his neck. He pulled out the remaining front section of the arrow, and began to cry out.
Robert screamed, “No, no, no! James don’t you die on me. I need you. Stay alive, damn it! Stay alive!” James went into shock with his left foot twitching rapidly until abruptly his heart stopped, his eyes locked, and he was gone.
Robert slowly lowered him to the ground, wiped the tears from his eyes, and looked up at his men. “Do you see anything?” he asked as he drew his pistol.
“No, sir,” replied Andy, a corporal who had just arrived from Washington.
Robert scanned the area where he thought the shooter might be, and made a decision. “Damn bastards. They killed James, and for what reason I do not know. Okay Andy, take four men and make your way up that left slope. The rest of the men will follow me as we go up the right side. I want you to find that assassin and kill his ass. Do you understand me?”
Andy nodded, “Yes sir we do. I’m sorry about James. We’ll find that Indian.”
“Good. Okay men, let’s do it.”
Robert led his squad up the right side of a big ravine. He felt like the shot had to come from a knoll near the base of the mountain, as the top of the mountain was too far away for a bowshot. The Indian worked smartly by not waiting to watch the success of his shot. He dropped back, moved off to his left and waited. Andy and his squad jumped from rock to rock, trying to hide from an unknown and unseen shooter.
Zip! A second arrow flew taking out the man right behind Andy with a shot in the chest. Andy fired quickly at the rock, but once again, the warrior darted to a new position. They fanned out left and right to encircle the shooter, but he surprised them for the third time. Zip! Another man went down with a shot to his face, forcing him to drop his rifle, and fell to the ground screaming in pain before he died.
Robert heard the gunfire, making his squad more cautious, but still they tried to hurry their way up the hill.
Zip! With another of the squad shot and down, Andy became terrified. He told the remaining man to follow him, as they began to make their way back down the hill giving up the search.
The Indian saw their retreat and grinned. Boldly he stood up and fired taking out the other man leaving Andy alone. Andy turned just as the warrior threaded another arrow and began pulling back his bow. Andy froze in fear becoming an easy target.
Boom! Andy jumped at the sudden sound of the unanticipated gun. The Indian’s shot went wide missing Andy. The big warrior fell over with most of the back of head missing. Robert climbed up on the rock he had fired from. He stared down at Andy.
Robert asked, “Are you all right?”
Andy’s pants were soiled, “Yes, sir, but I’m the only one alive.”
“Damn,” replied Robert. “Okay men, scout out for others.” Robert walked down and looked at the Indian. He did not believe in taking scalps, but he was so angry for the shooting of his men, as well as his best friend James, he wanted to cut the Indian into tiny pieces. However, his training took over so he regained his composure, and held his temper. He walked over and looked at each man shot by the Indian. Every day after today would be different, he thought, much different. They buried his men, gathered up their weapons, preventing the Indians from finding and using them, and left the Indian rotting on a rock in the sun. Wild birds were already circling overheard as they rode off.
Both Josh and Zeke had let their hair grow far longer than their days at the academy, but at least once a month they took turns trimming it a bit. After Yuma watched them do so, and laughed along with them as Josh and Zeke threaten to cut an ear off, or make jokes as to how ugly the other was, he decided to let them cut his long black hair. They asked him several times if he was sure, and he smiled and said yes.
Every day they continued his education. He was a quick learner and soaked up the praise they generously gave him like a dried sponge. They knew his life must have been a hard one with little rewards and lots of abuse. They no longer hid their love for each other, but rather showed him how affectionate they were with each other, and how much they loved each other. During his early life, he had to keep his attraction for males a secret fearing abandonment or death. With Josh and Zeke, he found hope that one day he might find a man to love him like they do.
On the level of a parent, they liberally gave Yuma hugs, tickled him, wrestled with him, gave him approving pats on the back, and showed they loved him. Josh and Zeke struggled to learn his Lakota language, but he enjoyed teaching the grownups as if he was a schoolteacher. In the beginning, his laugh was a small timid laugh, as if expecting to be slapped for doing so, but hanging around Josh and Zeke, he soon learned laughter was a key ingredient to their relationship, and the basis for many happy times.
With Yuma’s help, they learned how to make heavier clothing out of the hides and fur they retrieved from the animals they killed for meat. Yuma taught them how to take bones from the animal, filing sharp slender bone pieces into needles, as well as how to take the tough fibrous tissue uniting a muscle to the bone called sinew, and cut it down so it would become the thread for the garments.
Zeke showed them how to make winter mittens out of the fur from rabbits, although Josh protested he could not fire his weapon with his mittens on. Zeke sewed a piece of long rawhide between the mittens and showed Josh how to sling one or both off and leave them dangling around his neck when he needed to use his fingers to fire his rifle. Zeke showed them how to quickly put his covered right hand under his left armpit. He tightened his left arm and easily pulled his right hand from the mitten. It took some practice, but soon they could quickly pull their warm hands out, and snatch up a pistol or rifle.
It took a full week, but they cut a hole through the wall with their axes, and built a room on to their cabin. They made a bed with four wooden posts, and rails, and then they took rope to create a lattice across the frame. They piled hides and furs on the bed, and Yuma finally had his own room. He had never slept in a bed, but rolled back and forth giggling as he checked it out.
The last big improvement they made was finding a place for a better outhouse. The cabin stood right in front of a large rock wall. They chose it initially because it prevented an Indian attack from the rear. In the mountain, they dug numerous caves most of which delivered not a single flake of gold. One had been successful, but they made it look like a dead end as well. It made them extremely wealthy, but came with a heavy load to keep their mouth shut to everyone. They liked things just as they were, using some funds to improve their settlement, and secure a peaceful future by buying up as much as land around them as they could. If word got out about their gold, their land would be crawling with thousands of gold diggers.
One of the caves became their new outhouse or in-house, as Zeke called it. On a previous dig, they failed to find gold, but discovered a natural pit. Carefully, they dropped pebbles down, and listen to how far it went. Then they tied a torch to a rope, and quickly learned they had to wet the rope to keep from setting it on fire. The pit was forty feet deep with no water at the bottom. Josh went down the rope into the pit looking for gold, but found nothing but sand.
They made a wooden box to cover the opening of the pit, with a round hole at the top to place their butt in. Josh drove a long nail into the dirt wall, and hung paper catalogs and old newspapers on it. They took turns showing Yuma how to make a bowel movement while sitting on the hole. The boy broke up laughing, but soon they coaxed him into doing so. Now and then, they would throw a shovel or two of dirt down the hole. They sewed two hides together to cover the entrance. To their surprise, the cave remained about fifty-four degrees year around, allowing them to go to the new in-house even when the outside temperatures were below zero. Fifty-four degrees in the cave felt cool in the summer, but nice and warm to their bare butts in the frigid winters.
They experienced two early snows, but continued working outside, knowing that soon the big snows would come. Yuma showed Zeke and Josh how to shoot the bigger bow and arrows he retrieved from the battle at the river, but neither was quite as good as Yuma. His patience and unshakable concentration won him many words of praise. He could be laughing uncontrollably one moment, pick up the bow, draw the arrow, and instantly became silent, still, and deadly.
Already dreading the effects of another long winter of cabin fever, even with the early snowfalls, they went hunting as often as possible. Last night about six inches of snow fell around the cabin, but the next morning they saddled up, rode over the crest of the mountain, down the next valley, and up to the top of Edger Mountain, enjoying partial blue skies once again. They checked the plains with the binoculars, found no signs of wagon trains or Indians, and hoped the winter would settle things down again creating peace for a while.
They went down the far side of Edger Mountain, and spread out in the valley below to search for wild game. Josh and his rifle went to the far left, with Zeke and his Winchester going to the far right, while leaving Yuma and his bow in the middle. Using stealth-like steps, they carefully and cautiously made their way through the forest. Once or twice, they spotted small game, but they held out for a moose or at least a deer.
The snow on this side of the mountain was much deeper than in their valley. They found places with a foot or more of beautiful white snow with occasional drifts of three feet. The leaves were down, and the sky overcast, with deep fluffy white clouds. The air felt crisp and clean, but they breathed very shallow to keep the fog of their breath to a minimum.
They tried to stay within sight of each other, but as the trees and wild brush became thicker, they occasionally lost sight of each other. Josh had just turned to look for Yuma, when he heard a limb creak not far to his left. He froze and slowly began turning while looking for the animal. At first, he saw nothing, but a minute or two later he saw a small rabbit scurrying about. The game was too small for his Sharps buffalo rifle, so he let his finger slide off the trigger and let out a breath.
At that moment, he heard another stick snap behind him. He quickly turned, and saw an Indian dressed in white fur, leap off a big rock with a knife in his hand, sailing towards him. He was too late to bring the rifle around, and had only enough time to catch the right arm of the hand holding the knife. His momentum pushed the arm with the knife away from his body, and sent them falling into a thicket of mountain laurel. Hundreds of tiny frozen limbs entangled them, but Josh held on to the Indian’s arm. Somehow, he thrust a punch to the Indian’s face, noting it was painted in black and white stripes. The white fur and the body paint, allowed him to camouflage himself in the falling snow. Josh realized he must have walked right past him. He cursed himself, as he should have sensed the man was there, or certainly smelled him, because as they struggled, he smelled the vile aroma of a man who lived totally off the land.
Repeatedly, the man tried to push the knife towards Josh’s head, but the Indian was tough as he took a punch to his head, to his ribs and still held his arm with the knife. Josh’s feet were tied up in the little limbs. Abruptly, he tripped backwards, and the Indian fell on top of him. Josh still held off the knife. The Indian snarled at him viciously, but Josh said nothing in reply, as his mind raced for solutions to kill the warrior.
Carefully, Josh reached for his pistol only to discover it was missing from his holster, knocked out by the thicket of stiff limbs. Slowly, he allowed his right hand to slide down his leg, and into his boot where he kept his knife. His fingers could not quite reach the handle of his knife. His right boot remained twisted in a limb. He felt his strength failing. The tip of the Indian’s blade was no more than an inch from his bare face. Josh had to get his knife.
Unlike Josh, Zeke never heard the snap of a twig. A second Indian leaped off the rock and knocked him to the ground, while just missing his ear with a swipe of his knife. Maybe it was his previous experience or just plan luck, but Zeke rolled over in a summersault, instantly came to one knee, and drew his pistol all at the same time.
The Indian spun from his fall and turned to leap on Zeke to kill him. In a flash, Zeke shot him right in the face. The Indian fell to the snow covered ground like a dead bird from a tree. The snow quickly became red as the man bled out. Zeke searched left and right expecting another charge. Finding none, he grabbed his rifle and started running towards Yuma and Josh.
The Indian attacking Josh glanced away for just a split second at the sound of gunfire. Josh grunted as he managed to free his leg, grabbed his knife, and quickly brought it up and into the Indian’s chest just beneath his heart, piercing the man’s stomach. The man’s eyes bulged as Josh angrily jerked the knife upward cutting deeply into the man’s heart killing him.
Josh wasted no time getting to his feet, found his pistol, made his way back to his rifle, spun left and right, but saw no other Indians, and then began running towards Zeke and Yuma.
They met on the deer path. Zeke saw the blood on Josh’s chest. “Are you all right?”
“Yep, a bad Indian tried to kill me. I had to kill him with my knife,” replied Josh.
“Same for me, but this time I got off a shot and killed the bastard. Where’s Yuma?”
“I don’t see him,” whispered Josh.
They searched the ground until they picked up his tracks, and followed them into the forest for only twenty yards until suddenly, two larger moccasin tracks appeared. They found Yuma’s bow and arrows on the ground, and then only two tracks leading north.
“They’ve captured him!” whispered Zeke.
“They will kill him. Hurry, we must catch them,” urged Josh, as he took off running, easily following the trail in the snow, but finding it tough to run in the foot or more snow drifts.
EIGHT
The warriors surprised Yuma by attacking from both sides. One of the warriors tapped Yuma hard with a club, knocking him unconscious. His body fell limp to the ground. The warrior wasted no time, as he hoisted the limp Yuma over his shoulder like a killed deer, and began their run to the north. The second Indian trailed the first while watching for the white men, his bow ready to fire.
They, too, were hunting when they spotted Josh, Zeke, and Yuma. Capturing Yuma would put them in good favor with their leader. They made quick plans, spread out, and waited for their prey to approach. They were cunning, patient, and fearless. They expected to kill the two white men, steal their horses and weapons, and haul the slave back to their camp, as they felt far superior to all men, especially the white men.
The warriors with Yuma made it down the hill quickly, but their horses were over the next ridge. They never paused for a breath. They slipped occasionally in the snow as they began their ascent. Their legs were bare with only moccasins on their feet, and legging on their lower legs, but they appeared immune to the cold.
Josh and Zeke tried to be cautious, but feared if they were too slow, they would lose Yuma forever. They were near the bottom, when they caught sight of the two carrying Yuma upwards on the other side.
“There they are,” said Josh.
“Can you shoot them?” asked Zeke.
Josh swung his rifle around. “I can get one, but the other will hide or make it over the ridge before my second shot, and I have to be careful not to hit Yuma.”
“Take out the man not carrying Yuma, and we’ll continue the chase. He can’t defend himself and carry Yuma at the same time.”
Josh agreed but added, “You’re right, but I fear he may kill Yuma and run. I guess we have no choice.” Josh sighted carefully and fired.
Boom! The warrior was knocked flat to the ground as the big shell bore through his back and out his chest. The second Indian carrying Yuma glanced back and then kept running. Josh and Zeke started running as well in pursuit down the mountain while the warrior was already running up the other side. They wished they had their horses, but the terrain would have been too tough, and they would have lost time going back to their horses. They had to catch the Indian before he got out of sight.
The jostling of Yuma’s body soon brought him awake. However, could not get his eyes to focus and his head throbbed. He heard the Sharps rifle and knew Josh was near. He quickly recalled the split second he saw the first warrior before being clubbed. He stared at the ground and after a minute or two, he could finally bring the ground in to focus, though he was bouncing up and down with the warrior’s rapid steps.
“Hurry, Josh. We must catch him!” exclaimed Zeke.
“We’ll get him,” replied Josh without missing a step or looking back as he placed another cartridge in his rifle without taking his eyes off Yuma.
They reached the top of the mountain breathing hard. “Do you see them?” asked Zeke.
“No,” replied Josh. “Scan the area.”
Zeke gazed left and right until he spotted movement off to the right. “I think I found them.” He brought up his binoculars for a closer look “Dang, he’s tying Yuma’s hands and feet, and he has horses. He just swung up. Can you kill him?”
Josh quickly sighted in the direction Zeke pointed, but the rider was already moving, and he never had a clear shot through the trees. “We’ll lose him now as we’re on foot.”
Zeke scouted the area. He pointed off to the north. “He’ll have to go out that pass. Let’s run the ridge, go down ahead of him, cut him off, and shoot him.”
Josh took a quick look at where Zeke pointed and then took off, “Come on, let’s hurry!”
They ran as fast as possible across the ridge, leaping over fallen trees, through brush, and up and over rocks. When the ridge started down they ran as fast as they could down the ravine, hoping they would not fall or lose their footing. It was more than three hundred feet down, but they kept moving though slowed up by thickets and briars.
“I think I saw movement off to the left,” whispered Zeke. “They’re coming!”
Josh did not answer, as he cocked his Sharp’s buffalo rifle while still moving down the hill. After they reached the bottom, they had to jog along a stream to the pass. Exhausted from the run, they forced themselves to keep going. They found an animal path, which made the going a little easier.
“There they are,” whispered Zeke as he pointed to the pass off to their right.
Josh knew he would only have time for one shot, or they would be through the pass, and gone in the valleys where his horses could easily outrun them. Quickly Josh stopped, took aim, but discovered a tree in his way. Zeke passed him and continued down the path. With no shot as Josh caught a glimpse of the warrior on his horse pulling Yuma. He moved again hoping to get a shot as they came around a big boulder, but as he moved his feet in the dried frozen grass, he stepped on an unseen large steel trap. Snap!
“Damn!” exclaimed Josh as it closed with the sharp sound of a metallic crack on his right ankle. He caught his breath, and though in excruciating pain, he turned once more to fire. Before he could take aim at the warrior, a large grizzly suddenly appeared to his left. Josh turned as the bear, standing over seven feet tall, growled fiercely at him, while taking big swipes with his paws in the air. Terrified, Josh turned the rifle to fire at the grizzly but he was too late. The big bear lunged, and his right claw knocked the rifle from Josh’s hands, twisting several fingers in the process, and cutting into the flesh of his left arm.
Stunned, Josh reached for his pistol, and just pulled it out of the holster, when the bear leaped on top of him, knocking him to the ground, biting hard into his left shoulder. “Damn it! Zeke!” he yelled as he pushed the bear’s nose with his right hand, trying to keep the bear’s teeth from digging into him. He desperately punched at the bear’s left eye with his right fist.
Zeke stopped running down the path and came back up. When he saw the bear, he brought his Winchester up and fired. The bear winced at the shot, but kept mauling Josh. Zeke ran closer and fired again, but the gun jammed. He snatched up his pistol and fired all six shots at the bear. The grizzly growled loudly, but did not slow down.
Zeke grabbed his knife, ran up the trail, and leaped off a rock onto the back of the bear. He stabbed him at least three times before the bear slung him off, ripping a claw across his chest. Zeke rolled into a heap, catching a boot between some rocks, which badly twisted his ankle. The pain shot quickly to his brain. He gritted his teeth, as he tried desperately to get up. He watched helplessly as the bear bit Josh once more.
Boom! Zeke heard the thunderous explosion of a big bore rifle, and thought it might be the Sharp’s rifle, but he could see it on the ground not far from the fallen Josh. The bear froze and slowly stood. For just a glimpse, Zeke saw Josh’s bloody face while looking through the bear’s huge hind legs. Zeke saw a large stream of blood pouring from the bear’s chest. Boom! A second round slammed right into the bear’s upper chest. The bear stumbled backwards off Josh and towards the fallen Zeke.
Zeke started trying to drag himself out of the way, but his foot was still caught in the rocks. The bear gave out one last weak growl, and fell dead to the ground just inches from Zeke’s foot. Zeke stopped screaming when the bear ceased moving. He tried to see Josh around the huge furry mound of the bear. He feared Josh was dead.
Though close to passing out, Zeke struggled to free his foot. Suddenly, he saw what appeared to be the feet of another big bear. He gasped in fear, but as he followed the feet upward, he soon caught sight of a white man with a big gray bushy beard, dressed in buckskins, and wearing the hide of a bear. His bright blue eyes gave Zeke a start. Off to his right, he held his immense rifle with the barrel still smoking. Zeke sighed greatly, and fell back unconscious.
The Indian warrior stopped when he reached the valley, untied Yuma, and removed him from lying across the top of the second horse. He set him up on the horse like a rider, and tied his hands around the horse’s neck. He ran a second piece of rawhide cord from one ankle under the horse to the other. Yuma would not let the man see him cry, as he helplessly looked back up the mountain for any sign of Josh and Zeke. He saw movement, heard the gunshots, but saw no other sign of them. He hoped they survived the Indian attack, and if so, he hoped they would come for him.
The warrior swung aboard his horse, and began pulling Yuma’s horse into a fast walk, and then into a gallop as they cut across the valley. After they started riding again, tears fell from Yuma's face to his shirt, but he had no time to sob. They would ride over fifteen miles that day, and ten more the next, before reaching their hidden camp in a deep valley far into the Rocky Mountains of Northern Colorado.
Zeke came to a day later in the warmth of a tipi. He gazed up the walls of the structure as the wind blew outside. The smoke from the small fire in the center drifted lazily to the vented top like a chimney. He closed his eyelids again, but soon opened his eyes as he stared into the face of an Indian woman. She must have thought he would be frightened so she said, “Peace. Peace. Peace.” It was the first English word she learned, but rarely used. The tone of her voice made Zeke relax. She smiled slightly. Zeke sighed heavily. He thought he had been captured.
She turned to go outside, and came back with a white man about six feet tall and two hundred forty pounds or more. He wore buckskins for clothing, a broad leather hat, and with a head of gray hair that flowed right into his long gray beard. His eyes were bright blue, and he smiled at Zeke with mostly brown teeth. “Are you hungry?”
Zeke recognized the fur leggings on his lower legs, recalled the blue eyes like his own, and tried to smile back noting the man was missing a tooth, “Yes, I guess, but mostly thirsty.”
“Good. That’s a good sign,” replied the man. He turned to the woman and said in her language to fetch water, and the rabbit stew on the fire. Zeke recognized the words Lakota words for water, rabbit, and fire.
“Where am I?” asked Zeke. “And who are you?”
“You’re in our tipi in the Rocky Mountains about fifty miles, give or take ten or twenty miles or so, from Boulder. I’m John Bridger. This is my wife. She is a Siha Sapa of the Blackfoot tribe. She has a long Indian name, but I call her Liz, short for Elizabeth my first wife’s name. My first wife died of smallpox.” He paused for a second thinking fondly of his first wife before smiling and continuing. “Liz is a good woman, and she knows medicine, too. She believes she prevented a possible infection from the bear’s claw to your chest. That old bear ripped you good. It must hurt like hell.”
Zeke looked down at his bare chest with the strips of clean rawhide across his wounds. “It does,” replied Zeke.
The woman knelt down, and helped him drink from a dried yellow gourd. After a few sips, she set it down, and picked up a small pottery bowl. She dipped a well-worn wooden spoon in, and lifted a bit of the rabbit stew to Zeke’s lips. He quickly downed it feeling starved. After he finished the bowl, he asked, “Where’s Josh? Did he make it?”
“Too soon to tell, he’s over there,” said John as he pointed behind him. “He’s been unconscious since we brought him here. The bear bit him hard in the shoulder, and broke a tooth on one of your friend’s bones. Here,” he tossed the tooth to Zeke. It fell on the bear hide by his side. Slowly, he picked it up.
“It’s huge,” replied Zeke fingering it.
“The bear must have had a tooth problem for it to come out so easily. Maybe that’s why he did not bite all the way down and rip the shoulder away from…”
“Josh,” helped Zeke.
“Right—Josh. He was lucky. A full bite would have caused massive blood loss, and may have pierced his heart.”
“What happen? We were chasing an Indian who had kidnapped our friend, when all of a sudden I heard Josh scream, and saw the bear on top of him.”
“This was my fault. I’m sorry, so very sorry. Last summer, a bear killed our only child. I just could never let it go. I had never seen a woman cry like Liz did over losing our child. I held a grudge against that bear. Whenever I had some time, I hunted for that bear.”
“How’d you know which bear is the right one?”
John laughed, reached back, and flung a bear’s foot to Zeke. Zeke caught it, but held the smelly foot away from his face.
“That’s his rear right foot. Do you see? He’s missing a toe. I remembered that track when I found my dead son. I tracked only him. Here’s what happened. That ravine you were in has a thicket near the back where the grizzly camped out if you will. When I discovered it, I knew he would be back, so I put a few bear traps in his path, so if he came home while I was away, I’d still catch him, and then I could kill the bastard.
“Unfortunately, your friend accidentally stepped into one of my traps. When he heard the bear, he turned to fire, but the bear knocked the gun away ripping flesh from his left arm. Then the bear fell on top of him, and began to maul him. The grizzly weighed almost three hundred pounds pinning Josh to the ground. I had just left the traps, and started home. When I heard the steel-trap snap, and then the growl of the grizzly, I thought I had him, and came rushing back. I had to quickly get closer before firing, so I could kill him.
“When I topped the ridge, I saw you fire your last pistol shot, and then you did something I have never seen anyone in my life do. You ran and jumped on top of the bear with only your knife in hand. You stabbed him about three times, but he slung you off, and swiped you with a claw.
John continued, “I shot the bear once, and he reared up off Josh, and then I shot him again. He fell back and landed just inches from you. He must have looked like a big tree falling towards you.”
“I remember that,” said Zeke. “Thank you for saving and taking care of us.”
“My wife has treated all of Josh’s wounds, and we forced some water and soup down his throat carefully to give him some nourishment while still unconscious. The fact that he is asleep will help because he is going to be pretty sore. It will hurt to move.”
Though afraid to hear the answer Zeke asked, “What about the boy?”
“I spent most of today sorting things out. I followed tracks not far from the bear attack, where I found the trail of two riders, one heavier than the other, and their trail led out the pass to the valley and out of sight.”
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