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“Did you hear that?” Cody O’Keefe said, his warning lingering in the cold morning air.  

Mack’s heavy footsteps stopped in the crusty snow. “No, not a thing,” came the labored 

response from his companion. 
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Unslinging the rifle from his shoulder, the Alaska Special Agent worked the lever action, 

seating a round into the empty chamber. He flicked off the safety. “Something’s in there. 

Listen.”  

The trapper first fumbled with his mitts and then the thick flaps of his fur cap, exposing 

one ear and a mat of sweaty, black hair in the frigid temperature.  

“I’m not even sure we’re in the right spot. These alders, and all the brush—I don’t know 

about you, but I can’t see ten feet in front of me.”  

Anchoring the rifle butt into his shoulder, Cody’s gray eyes found the trapper as he 

nestled his cheek onto the wooden stock.  

“Shhh! You hear it now?” he said, aiming into the thicket directly ahead, his medium 

frame taut and leaning forward in anticipation of the rifle’s recoil.  

This time there was no denying the slow rhythmic tapping of cold metal on metal. Clink, 

clink, clink, clink, clink, clink. As the tempo increased, the rattle of steel chain came filtering 

through the underbrush. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the noise abated. An eerie moment of 

silence ensued and Cody remained sighted-in, bracing himself for whatever was coming next. In 

less than a heartbeat he had his answer. An ear splitting roar filled every atom of air as a grizzly 

bear began struggling to free itself from a mammoth leg trap, the wicked device gnawing into 

flesh and bone. The ferocity of the animal was so sudden and overwhelming that Mack reeled 

and gasped. “Run! Get out of my way!”  
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Everything was happening so fast, the lawman almost missed grabbing a handful of his 

guide’s wool coat, thus putting an end to Mack’s wholesale retreat.  

“Hang on a second. Isn’t this the reason we’re here? To find that bear and kill it?” Cody 

saw then the trapper was shaking as much from fear as the freezing cold and there was no 

mistaking the wide-eye stare.  

“I told you, O’Keefe, it’s bad,” Mack stammered. “That bear trap was outlawed decades 

ago. And the spring steel with the saw-tooth edges? That grizzly sow is living in a world of 

agony. No telling what it’ll do.”  

Cody loosened his grip. The trapper, no longer panicked, was actually beginning to make 

sense. How long the bear had been in torment was anyone’s guess. Just the pain caused by the 

clamping force of the steel jaws would have killed a lesser animal. Rubbing the rough stubble on 

his chin, the Alaska Special Agent said, “You’re right, Mack. This is as bad as it gets.”  

From somewhere beyond their vision, the bruin continued writhing about and groaning in 

pain, the sounds of another grim attempt to liberate itself coming to an end. As the grizzly tired, 

an uneasy calm began flowing back into the thicket. Mack McDaniel, anxious to leave, took 

advantage of the moment to press his point.  

“Let’s get out of here. Like I said earlier, definitely more than a two man job, huh?” 

Cody ignored the trapper. “With this heavy brush we’ll need to get in close—real close—

for a fatal shot.” Mentally he was laying out a new plan. “If the bear sees us, she might pull the 
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anchor loose and charge. Be careful and be quiet. Let’s not make the situation worse than it 

already is.” 

Mack’s sallow features paled and his mouth dropped open. “Worse than it is? How much 

worse can it get? We’re supposed to find a pain-crazed bear trapped in a thicket that we can’t see 

through and kill the thing before it rips into us.” Spitting, the trapper looked about, cursed, and 

then said, “What a mess.” 

The trapper saw the lawman’s face harden with determination, his lips drawing thin. 

“That about sums it up,” Cody O’Keefe grunted, wondering what sort of person even 

conceived of a plan using the outlawed leg trap, knowing full well what hell would await any 

animal caught in its maw. 

As the Alaska Special Agent looked about, a thought came to him. Near their feet, a 

narrow, small-game trail weaved through the morass of dead skunk cabbage, frozen berry bushes 

and young saplings in the general direction of the bear. Using the tip of the rifle, Cody pointed 

out the route to Mack.  

“Let’s try crawling through this stuff. I’ll take the lead.” 

O’Keefe wasn’t volunteering. He was coaxing Mack McDaniel into coming along. If 

things took a turn for the worse, he knew two rifles were better than one. 

The trapper shook his head. “We’re going to get torn apart if this doesn’t work. You 

know that, don’t you?” 
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“So what do we do?” O’Keefe replied. “Turn back and condemn the bear to endless 

suffering until it dies of thirst? Or maybe we should wait while it bleeds to death trying to chew 

off its foot?” 

The constant prodding had pushed Mack to his limit. He’d done what they’d asked and 

guided the lawman to the grizzly, hadn’t he? No one had said anything about sneaking up on the 

crazy bear. Chained or not, it was dangerous as hell. He hadn’t signed on for any of this. 

O’Keefe could go it alone as far as he was concerned. The trapper was about to say as much 

when bravado pulled him up short. What if the Alaska Special Agent actually killed the bear? 

Mack knew he’d never live it down. What kind of wooly trapper was afraid of bears? He could 

already hear the ribbing. Some city cop had to come out from Juneau and do the job? McDaniel 

might just as well put a bullet into his reputation. He spit again—for emphasis this time. 

“This is exactly how people get killed out here, messing around where they have no right 

to be,” the trapper grumbled while making doubly sure his Sako rifle was loaded. “You know, 

that don’t you?” 

The two men set off on elbows and knees, trying hard to ignore the frigid water soaking 

into their wool shirts and trousers from the patches of old snow and icy mud puddles on the trail. 

Crawling through the underbrush, Cody reminded himself of an old Indian saying: A leaf falls in 

the forest—the eagle sees it, the deer hears it, and the bear smells it. He hoped to God that 

they’d kill the bruin before it caught wind of them. 

After what seemed like an eternity, some daylight shone in the thicket; Cody instinctively 

slowed down. Sliding over an ice-crusted log, he crawled through a patch of thorny devil’s club 
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before reaching a small clearing and, parting the frozen vegetation aside with a finger, set eyes 

on the bear. The grizzly was in the heavy brush on the far side, preoccupied with licking the 

horrific injury caused by the trap’s jagged jaws. Cody was mentally mapping out a way to get a 

clean shot when Mack came wiggling alongside. There was a perceptible change in the air and 

the bear stiffened. Both men lay motionless, hoping that they’d gone unnoticed. They weren’t so 

lucky. Alerted, the sow began woofing and sniffing the air, trying to catch the faintest trace of 

human odor. A long, deep growl escaped the huge bruin as it turned to face them, the sow’s 

powerful muscles tightening and rippling under its glossy coat. Lengthy claws dug into the 

frozen earth as it lumbered toward the men. Their plan to kill the grizzly depended on the animal 

remaining calm until they could get a clean shot—a close shot. Now they were close enough, but 

nowhere near ready to fire. 

The distance between them closed as the wounded bear moved, its hind leg dragging the 

trap along with the length of steel chain. Now the men saw the animal’s small eyes: bloodshot, 

angry, and hardened by pain. O’Keefe could feel his pulse racing; his mouth had already gone 

dry. He slid his index finger forward, feeling it come to rest on the curved trigger of the rifle at 

his waist. Beside him, the trapper’s breathing was shallow and rapid and, for a second, Cody 

worried Mack was losing control of his nerves and might bolt. But, just then, the chain drew 

tight. With an angry bellow, the grizzly hoisted itself up on hind legs, drooling and clawing the 

air, still attempting to detect its unseen adversaries. 

O’Keefe made a split second decision and, rolling on to his side, planted the rifle butt into 

his hip, and, aiming up at the bear yelled, “Shoot! Shoot now!” 
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Two rifles fired in unison and the grizzly teetered a moment before tumbling to the 

ground in a massive heap, the bear struggling for air and bleeding profusely. 

With the weight of impending doom lifted, Mack immediately sprang up, rubbing his 

arms and stamping his feet in an effort to get warm.  

“Now that had a serious pucker factor!” the trapper exclaimed, already thinking about 

bragging rights. “I almost crapped in my pants.” 

“An adventure, alright,” O’Keefe muttered, the flood of adrenaline beginning to ebb. 

The grizzly gave a final twitch as O’Keefe surveyed the crime scene. Instantly, the 

stillness about them became unsettled. Cody’s mind immediately returned to the grizzly as the 

final wheeze escaped the bear. He couldn’t help but marvel at the power of an animal so great 

that, even in death, it was a force to be reckoned with. In the silence that ensued, the chaos of 

illegal hunting was in evidence everywhere. The lawman was determined to commit each and 

every detail to memory: the massive trap clamped about the animal’s leg, the heavy chain 

fastened around the trunk of a nearby spruce tree, the thicket shredded and torn apart by the 

distressed bear. And, finally, a magnificent grizzly put down as a result of incredible injury and 

unthinkable cruelty. The callousness of the crime and the wanton waste pissed him off. 

“Well, c’mon, let’s go see what we shot,” Mack said, interrupting the somber mood with 

a slap on Cody’s shoulder. The trapper sounded giddy at the prospect. 

Brushing the last of the twigs and mud from the front of his clothing, O’Keefe’s jaws 

tightened. “Can we give the bear a moment of peace?” 



8 

 

Mack shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets and stood there, feigning indifference. 

“Uh, sure. Just say when.” Trappers are good at waiting. 

Gathering his thoughts, O’Keefe pulled off his wool cap, running his fingers through salt 

and pepper hair, white at the temples. “Why don’t you tell me about finding the grizzly in the 

first place?” he asked, trying to take Mack’s mind off the bruin. 

“Well, it was like this—I first knew something was going on maybe a week ago when 

someone started messing with my traps.” 

O’Keefe unbuttoned his Filson wool coat and retrieving his daily diary and a stubby 

pencil from a vest pocket, flipped to a blank page. “How did you know?” 

“For one, the traps weren’t producing like they should. This time of year I go after 

beaver, mink, martin and wolf—maybe the odd wolverine. Usually I do alright, but I wasn’t 

coming up with anything worth a damn. One morning I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong and 

I find one of my stainless steel snares. It had been pulled away from its anchor and stepped on. 

That’s when I knew someone was screwing with my trap line.” 

“What were they doing, exactly?” Cody asked, making some quick notes. He would 

transform the scribble into a coherent report once he was back in the warmth of his Juneau 

office. 

“Not they—him. It was the guy responsible for killing that huge boar bear I told you 

about and doing all this damage” Mack said, pointing his thumb over his shoulder at the dead 

sow.  
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“Okay. So what was he doing?” 

“Besides screwing up my trap line? Well, stealing from me, for sure. One day he 

snatched a real nice beaver out of a water trap I had set in the pond back there. I spotted the 

beaver in the morning and by sunset it was gone, disappeared. I reset the same getup and sat 

waiting ‘cause I knew whoever hit that trap was coming back.” 

Mack paused for a moment and stared at the bear, as though needing confirmation that 

the huge bruin was still dead before continuing. “Then sometime the next day—can’t remember 

exactly when—about sunset anyway,” he went on, skipping over the fuzzy details to elaborate on 

the important parts of his story. “I’m sitting in my blind and here he comes, sneaking out of the 

tree line. Sure enough, the poacher went right for the same trap. Strangest thing though –this guy 

has a sixth sense about him or something, like a wild animal. I was about to stand up and fire a 

warning shot at the thief, when, all of a sudden, he drops the trap and runs off. “Never seen 

anything like it.” 

“Did he see you?” 

“Hell no. But he damn sure knew I was there.” 

O’Keefe continued with his line of questioning. “Why do you think he wanted the 

beaver? For the pelt? Somehow that seems incongruent.” 

“Incongruent?” Mack said, slowly. The puzzled look on the trapper’s face changed as he 

furrowed his brow before going on. “I think he was looking for something to keep his bear trap 

baited.” 
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“Hmm. Why not trap the animals himself?” 

“Oh, he’s no trapper, that’s obvious. What kind of trapper would even think of using an 

outlawed leg trap? You see that thing?” Mack pointed at the contraption locked tightly on the leg 

of the dead bear. “Who’d do that? No trapper worth his salt that’s for sure.” 

“But you’re telling me he trapped this sow and shot a boar bear, right?” 

“Sure. Using my beaver as bait,” the trapper said. “Besides, beaver scent is so strong it 

probably disguised any human smell on his trap. Made it easy,” he said. 

The Alaska Special Agent nodded and went back to his notebook. “Where do you think 

the trap came from? I can’t imagine someone lugging the damn thing around. It must weigh over 

thirty pounds.” 

“If I had to guess I’d say he probably stole it off someone’s cabin. There are a few out 

here, most of them abandoned or used only in summer.” 

“You hear of anyone losing a trap, would you let me know?” 

“Sure” 

 


