
TRACK OF THE WOLF
Ezekiel Marcotte grunted as he mounted the cabin steps. The walk from the frozen settlement had

brought  the  sweat  to  his  jowls  and  put  a  wheeze  in  his  breathing,  and  now  a  stitch  was  beginning
somewhere beneath his accumulated fat. He pressed a hand to his side in a futile effort to reach the pain.
He'd grown unaccustomed to such exertions. His physical sacrifices to the reluctant mountains had ended
years ago when he realized he could get others to find and recover the gold for him. All it took was a little
ruthless opportunism, a little careful bribery, and a little judicious blackmail and murder.

When the stitch died down to a tolerable ache, Marcotte crossed the porch and pushed the door
open. He wrinkled his nose. The interior, though a good fifty degrees warmer than the winter night, was
still cold and dark, and smelled of smoke and sweat and grease. Nahim-Tekoa had let the fire go out again.

"Woman!"
A trio of iron skillets hung from the rafters over the fireplace faintly echoed Marcotte's painful

bellow, and some small animal, driven inside by the cold, scurried in a murky corner.
"Woman!"
The flap of rawhide separating the main room from the small storeroom rustled aside, revealing a

sullen, red-gold glow. Of course,  she had a fire in the tiny cast-iron stove Marcotte had foolishly allowed
her. She could squat in that room, warm and drowsy, while she allowed his fire to die! If he'd been a little
closer,  he  would have backhanded her for  her laxness,  but  it  wasn't  worth the effort.  Besides,  as  the
rawhide flap closed behind her, he could see that she carried some coals in a battered tin can. A hasty
correction would only have spilled the fire and possibly endangered the cabin.

Nahim-Tekoa busied herself with placing the coals among the wood and kindling she had carefully
arranged that morning. It would be useless to argue that she had been saving precious fuel. She blew gently
on the coals and they brightened, setting the curled pine shavings to crackling. In a few moments, the fire
was blazing. Satisfied the room would soon be warm enough for Marcotte, she stood to face him.

She had seen but 17 summers and was one of the most beautiful maidens in her tribe when he had
stumbled upon her favorite bathing pool. She had never before encountered a white man and had stared at
him, too fascinated by this strange vision to remember her modesty. He'd apparently been bathing in the
stream below the pool and had not yet resumed his own clothing; years younger and thinner, his muscles
gleamed as though carved in elk bone. In that moment, she knew her destiny was to be with him.

Ezekiel had been equally overwhelmed. Ten years older than she, he was experienced with many
women. But she was different. Her body had reminded him of the deer in its grace and color, but her eyes
had seized his heart. Her mother had named her “Eyes-of-the-Rabbit” for good reason. Large and soft, those
eyes shone with  a purity entirely lacking in the women in the frontier bars and bordellos and rare even
among the women back east.

That summer he almost gave up his search for wealth. He and Nahim-Tekoa met secretly in the
forest by the pool, learning each other's language and ways. Awed by her, he felt unworthy to touch her,
until he worked up the courage to ask her to leave her people and live with him and she agreed.

Ezekiel Marcotte was a considerate lover at first. But gold fever soon reclaimed his heart. At first,
his love for Nahim-Tekoa resisted corruption. Then came the day he struck her. Though he repented in
tears, a door had been opened, and soon he was beating her regularly.

As Marcotte's love grew cold, so Nahim-Tekoa's also waned. She thought often about returning to
her own people, but she'd betrayed them by choosing one of a race quickly becoming their enemies. She
had no choice but to stay. When she became pregnant, and he beat her for it, she recalled some of the dark
medicine she'd heard whispered of among her people, and forced her body to expel his seed. Twice more
this happened, and then her body could take no more and refused to conceive. Marcotte had begun to cover
his beautiful frame with the fat of his dissipation; debased in her own eyes, Nahim-Tekoa became like him.
He cared little; he'd long ago lost interest in her as anything but his slave. He worked her too hard for her
to grow as gross as he, but her despair and his beatings left her once-graceful form lumpish and shapeless.
Only her eyes retained their beauty.

These eyes now gleamed at Marcotte as she turned from the fire, and he felt a chill that had nothing
to do with the temperature of the room. Her hatred was of little concern to him, since neither her tribe nor



any other white man would want a white squaw. But something in her glare warned him that she was
nearing her limit. He couldn't imagine what she could do, but when he growled, "Get my dinner, cow!" it
was without his customary curse, and he waited for her to quit the hearth before he took her place.

As Nahim-Tekoa vanished into her storeroom to retrieve some salted venison, a furtive hand tapped
at the cabin door. Marcotte cried out, "Come in!", and a small, thin man, heavily bundled, slipped in.

"Marcotte?" The voice was a reedy whine.
"Get in here, Stivers, and shut the door!"
When  Marcotte  had  first  arrived  in  the  territory,  he'd  been  forced  to  work  or  starve.  He

experienced both before he discovered that he had a talent for judging a strike without dirtying his hands
by studying a sample or two of the ore and the lay of the land from which it had been taken. His gift was
accurate  maybe  80% of  the  time,  but  that  was  sufficient.  He  also  cultivated,  with  the  aid  of  an  open
pocketbook, the acquaintance of certain men willing to inform him of which prospectors seemed close to
success. Marcotte would then watch these prospectors himself, lurking until the strike had been made,
stealing the samples, and then staking his own claim first.  And if the other man refused to accept the
inevitable – well, fatal accidents were a simple fact of the frontier.

Marcotte now owned nearly a dozen working mines  – all  under different names,  of  course.  By
anyone's standards, here in the territories or back east, he was an extremely wealthy man. He waited only
for one more big strike, and then he would sell them all and go back east to live the way he deserved.
Meanwhile, he continued to hire men who did their work well and kept their mouths shut to locate "his"
strikes for him.

"Rat-tail" Stivers was one of Marcotte's most reliable informants. Marcotte saw to the little man's
loyalty by a careful mixture of gold and fear – not too much of either, but enough of the former to keep
Stivers dependent on him. Of course, "Rat-tail" was hated even more than Marcotte, but as long as he kept
Marcotte happy, Marcotte would protect him. The two shared a mutual dislike, tempered only by their
mutual reliance. His appearance this late on one of the coldest nights of the year could only mean that the
little toady had some very useful and interesting information.

"What've you got?" Marcotte grunted as Stivers glanced hopefully at the coffeepot hanging in the
fireplace. The warming liquid was just beginning to send its aroma curling through the room. Marcotte
ignored Stivers' look. He also pointedly neglected to invite him to sit down or even remove his coat.

"Dandridge was in town today."
Marcotte smiled. Old Charlie Dandridge was obsessed with the legendary Mother Lode. But before

he'd given up all his fortune to his wild goose chases, he'd been second only to Marcotte as a prospector.
Half a dozen mines were still tapping his earliest strikes. So when he'd showed up in the area, Marcotte had
immediately set "Rat-tail" on him. The gamble was evidently about to pay off.

"He was pretty tight-lipped," Stivers continued. "Real mysterious. But I bought him a few drinks. He
thinks he's about to strike it big in Matawa-ni-Pana Canyon."

"Matawa-ni-Pana?" Marcotte  snorted.  "Even  I've never  found  traces  there.  The  old  man's  just
playing the legends."

"I dunno." Stivers shook his head. "He showed me some 'colors' he said he dug up there. The stuff's
high-grade, better'n anything I ever seen."

Marcotte frowned. "Wonder if the old man's been hanging on to some top-quality samples just to
salt a claim?"

"I don't think so. The old man was bustin' to tell somebody somethin'. I didn't have to feed him
much whiskey. I think Old Charlie's hunch is good."

"You do, huh?" Marcotte scratched at the stubble on his ample chins then made his decision. "Get
your gear together. You're going up Matawa-ni-Pana. Tonight."

Stivers didn't move.
"Well?" Marcotte grunted after they had stared at one another a long moment. "You heard me.

Move out."
Stivers shook his head. "Not this time," he said.
Marcotte studied him. Stivers had never been brave – or stupid – enough to refuse him before.

Marcotte could remind him of  certain indiscretions  the little  man didn't  want  publicized.  Or he could
simply bring out the pistol  and appeal  to his  health.  But he was curious. What could possibly frighten



Stivers more than him?
"All right," Marcotte rumbled. "Why not? What're you afraid of?"
Stivers hesitated, then, with desperate defiance, replied, "Wolves."
The fire snapped in the silence. Then, "Wolves?" Marcotte almost laughed. "Wolves? Stivers, wildlife

comes with the territory. Or haven't you noticed? That's why we carry rifles! For god's sake, man, you've
run across wolves and mountain lions and bears before, haven't you? So what's the problem?"

Stivers shook his head. "You don't understand, Marcotte. The packs this year – they're bigger 'n'
bolder. There's this one wolf, huge, nobody can kill. He's wily, he's vicious, he –”

Now Marcotte did laugh. "The giant spirit wolf? Yeah, I've heard the stories. You're going."
"No." Stivers had apparently overcome his fear; his normal whine had been replaced with quiet

determination. "I ain't talkin' stories. I saw what was left of Big Jake. You didn’t. I don’t care what you got
on me, and you can go ahead and put a bullet through my brain where I stand. Better that than be torn to
shreds. But I ain't goin' up Matawa-ni-Pana Canyon."

The men stared at each other, and then Marcotte nodded. "Fine. I'll go."
"You?"
"Me. But you've left me a little dilemma, Stivers. I can't have it known that my orders were ignored.

It's not good for business."
Stivers nodded. "You can trust me. I won't tell no-one."
"Oh, I've no doubt about that." Marcotte pulled out his pistol.  Stivers blinked,  and then backed

away. But before he could turn to run, the weapon roared.
Marcotte studied the body for a moment, then laid the pistol on the table and went to the door. He

pulled it open and looked outside. His cabin was isolated from the others by nearly half a mile. If anyone
had heard the shot, it would likely be attributed to hunters. He closed the door and turned around to see
Nahim-Tekoa  standing  outside  the  door  to  her  storeroom,  plate  in  hand.  "Get  my pack  together,"  he
grunted. "I'll be gone a couple days. And take care of him." He nodded at Stivers' body. "Out the back." Then
he took the plate from her and sat at the table with it and a bottle and watched as she dragged the corpse
into the storeroom.

A little over two hours later, Nahim-Tekoa dumped Marcotte's pack by the table. When she turned
to go back to her storeroom, Marcotte grabbed her. The whiskey and the visceral satisfaction of the kill had
stirred up old passions.  Granted,  she was  a cow, but  she had been beautiful  in  her time,  and she was
available now, so –

But for the second time that night, Marcotte was defied. Nahim-Tekoa pulled away from him with a
snarl, her soft eyes flashing. He was momentarily startled. Then the back of his hand crashed against her
mouth and he savored the sting, knowing he must have loosened a couple of teeth. He gave himself over
completely to rage. And all the while, she remained silent.

This time it was he who had to drag the results of his handiwork out the back door and into the
woods. He was panting and wheezing and his face was bathed in sweat by the time he had her hidden
among some bushes. He straightened carefully,  fighting a momentary dizziness. He would have to pace
himself tonight as he walked. He glanced around. A light snow had begun to fall. With any luck, it would
hide the drag marks, and the crows and other scavengers would take care of the rest. He stumbled back to
the cabin, extinguished the small stove in the storeroom, spread the coals in the fireplace so they would die
that much quicker, then picked up his pack and headed for the front door. Here he paused and looked
around one last time at the darkened, cooling room.

“Woman,” he muttered, “you’ve let the fire go out.” Then, chuckling, he left.


