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“Wake up,” Snow Star said, shaking Becky’s shoulder. “Get big ass out of bed.”

“Now what,” Becky Barrett said, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. “Don’t tell me there are more dead settlers, please. We got the killer two weeks ago. And I do not have a big ass.”

“Have,” Snow Star said. “Have to make map for ass. You born, mother think she have twins.”

“Who’s dead?”

“No dead anybody,” Snow Star said. “You have dead here,” she giggled, tapping Becky’s head. “Drink Shirley all day, you be stupid like Dan.”

“Sherry is good for the brain,” Becky yawned as she got dressed. “I hope. Why am I getting up? It’s the middle of the night.”

“You stupid woman,” Snow Star laughed, opening the heavy curtains Becky had installed to keep the sun out. “You sleep too much. Get lazy. Fat Bastard here. Him want talk to you.”

“McHugh is here? He’s supposed to be at the other post. Did something bad happen?”

“Him no say. Maybe want food,” she giggled. “Him afraid to play eating  game with me. Him get ass beating.”

“The man weighs almost 700 pounds,” Becky said as she pulled on her moccasins. “You go maybe 120. I doubt he’s afraid of you.”

“I ask before, him say no.”

“Good. The way you two can eat, you’d put me in the poor house.”

“You no go this place,” Becky said. “You no bad woman, fuck for money.”

“Poor house, you asshole,” Becky laughed. “Go clean out your ears.” She brushed out her long dark hair and looked at the mirror. “Damn, I’m beautiful,” she sighed.

“You lose mind,” Snow Star said. “Have face like skunk’s ass.”

“You’re just jealous, because I have more money than you and I’m better looking.”

“No have tits,” Snow Star giggled. 

“I do so,” Becky snapped. “I wear loose clothes so they don’t stick out.”

“No stick out because no have,” Snow Star said. “I know how make big.”

“How?”

Snow Star went into the bathroom and came back with toilet paper. “Rub between tits every day. Take two years, make big.”

“What makes you think toilet paper is going to make my tits bigger?”

“Worked for ass,” Snow Star giggled, and ran for the tavern.

“You’ll pay for that,” Becky laughed, and threw the roll of paper at the fleeing girl.

Fat was working on a bacon sandwich made from a whole loaf of bread when Becky came out. She pirouetted, showing off her fancy new buckskins she’d had a Flathead girl make for her. “You like?” Snow Star was behind her, and pointed at Becky’s backside. She then held her hands about three feet apart. Fat nodded.

“Nice. Them gals do good work with all them beads and quills and such. Makes yer ass look a mite big, though,” he winked. Snow Star snorted in mirth and ran outside.

“You better run,” Becky laughed. “Little bastard. Hey, I want one of those,” she said, eyeing the sandwich. She called for one of the cooks and ordered a platter of bacon sandwiches. Right Hand Johnson came in and sat down at the table, eyeing Fat’s monster sandwich.

“Ya figger to eat that all be yerself?” he grinned.

“Try to take some and find out,” Fat said. “I ain’t had me a good meal in a week.”

“What brings you here, Fat?” Becky said. “And don’t say a horse, that one is getting old.”

“No horse Fat rides is gonna get old,” Johnson said as the platter arrived. “Ain’t right a horse got to carry a man what weighs more than the horse does.”

“We got a government man at the other post. High up man,” Fat said. He fished through his document bag and took out a paper. “I writ it down so’s I wouldn’t ferget the name,” he grinned. “John Mason Briley, spec....spec....here,” he said. “My readin’ ain’t what it used to be.”

“Yer readin’ never was what it used to be,” Johnson laughed.

“I kin read,” Fat said. “Just ain’t got no need for it out here.”

Becky took the paper. “Special Assistant to the Secretary of War. Uh oh, this doesn’t sound good. I take it you didn’t kill him yet.”

“No,” Fat said. “Them government fellers tell people where they be headed when they leave. I didn’t want to take the chance of havin’ ‘em come look for his ass and make trouble for the post.”

“You talk to him?”

“Nope. Jackson told me about him. He ain’t said a word to nobody. Wonder why he be here?”

“Ain’t fer the fancy food and dancin’ girls,” Johnson said. “Them bastards got somethin’ in mind, and it ain’t good. I figger they intend to start buildin’ more forts and bring the army west.”

“I guess we’ll just have to ask him why he’s here,” Becky shrugged. 

“Then what?” Johnson said. Becky grabbed her own throat with both hands, crossed her eyes, and hung out her tongue. “Oh, that one. I seen that before,” Johnson said as he started in on a sandwich. Becky took one and swooned when she bit into it.

“This bacon is divine. Where does it come from? Nobody ever tells me.”

“Dunno,” Johnson said. “I ain’t seen nobody deliver it, and there be no hogs hereabouts. Not no four legged ones, anyway,” he said, eyeing McHugh.

Dan McNeil came in and sat down. He grabbed a sandwich and poured some coffee. “What for you here, Fat? Meat critters all et up in the east?”

“Government feller be at the post. Works fer the  Secretary of War.”

“I had me a secretary one time,” Dan grinned. “Only war she was interested in was tryin’ to swaller my snake.”

“Snake?” Becky laughed as Snow Star came back in and sat down. “More like a little worm, from what I’ve heard.”

“Him have parakeet pecker,” Snow Star giggled. “I see one time. Dan have to sit down to pee.”

“Yer all full of shit,” Dan snapped. “I got so much I got to bend it in half so’s I don’t step on it.”

“How you figger to talk to this secretary feller?” Fat said.

“We have to figure a way to get him to come here and tell us what he’s up to,” Becky said. “If he saw me, he’d be dazzled by my stunning good looks and would give it right up.”

“What if he be a pantywaist and don’t like girls?” Johnson said. Becky took out her Black and stuck it in the table.

“The good old fourteen inch persuader will loosen his lips,” she said. “And remove his little dicky.”

“Damn women,” Dan grumbled. “Always lookin’ to cut  off a man’s privates.”

“What do you need it for?” Becky said. “You don’t use it for anything.”

“I do so,” Dan said. “I got me a fine lookin’ woman.”

“Here we go,” Becky sighed. “McNeil’s harem. All you got is some eighty year old soup chicken in the Flathead village. When she was a little kid the Rockies were only four feet tall.”

“The hell you say,” Dan said. “Some day I’ll bring her by. Then you kin eat them words.”

“At least I can chew,” Becky giggled. “I got teeth.”

“She got teeth!” Dan yelled. 

“How many?” Becky said. “If you can smoke a pipe with your mouth closed, you got no teeth.”

“She don’t smoke no pipe,” Dan grumbled.

“She chaw tobaccy?” Johnson cackled. “She kin gum it, I kallate.”

“Dan fuck old woman in corn hole,” Snow Star cried, tears of mirth streaming down her face. She started moaning and writhing in her chair. “Oooooh, Dan, give good ass ride,” she keened, then made a farting noise. 

“Ya stop that, ya dirty Injun bastard,” Dan shouted, trying not to laugh. “She don’t do that.”

“No do money hole,” Snow Star gasped. “All dried up. Have to use corn hole. Have grease?” she keened.

“Bastard kid, where you learn this dirty stuff?”

“Sister,” Snow Star wheezed. “All Indian girl know this. No marry old squaw, no get pussy. No marry Dan, no get nothing. Have wedding, try do sex, girl think she have other girl in bed if she have Dan.”

“I ain’t never been so insulted in my life,” Dan snapped. “Why you let her get away with that, Becky?”

“Because it’s funny,” Becky said. “Probably true, too.” She peered down at the front of Dan’s buckskins. “You’re always bragging, why don’t you take out the pants monster and impress us?”

“I ain’t got to prove nothin’ to you,” Dan said. “I got more left over than most men put in. I reckon I couldn’t fill you up, though,” he grinned. “Like tryin’ to plug the Northern Pass.”

“When all you have is a two inch weenie, I guess it would seem that way,” Becky said.

“Enough about Dan’s privates,” Fat said as he started in on another bacon sandwich. “We got bigger things to worry about. Sorry,” he said sheepishly, looking at Dan.

“Man kin always tell who his friends be,” Dan grumbled. “All ya does is give me consternation.”

“Danny boy learned him a three cent word,” Johnson said, slapping his leg. “Tell us what it means, dummy.”

“Means ya can’t shit,” Dan said. 

“He be stupider than I thought!” Johnson hooted. “That be constipation. But what the hell difference would that make if you got it, you was already full of shit.”

“Am not.”

“Yer eyes is brown you got so much shit in ya,” Johnson said.

“They is?” Dan said worriedly. “I always wondered why mine was brown, and you and Doc got blue. Maybe I got to go to the horse piddle.”

Coffee shot out of Johnson’s nose. “The what?” he crowed.

“The place where they fix yer carcass. Doc’s Pa works in one. You know, horse piddle.”

“Hospital, ya fuckin’ dummy,” Johnson laughed. “And you should go to one. The one where they fix loonies.”

“All mountain men got some crazy in ‘em,” Dan shrugged. “That thing you said about my eyes be true? I could go septic and die.”

“What a loss to the world that would be,” Becky said. “You’re so dumb you’d still be walking around  because you wouldn’t even know you were dead.”

“Kin we talk about this government feller?” Fat said.

“Why? Beating up on Dan is more fun. What time is it, kid?”

Snow Star took out her time piece. “Nine O’clock,” she said proudly. “Gwen teach me this. Now I know how many hours in one day. Have 24. Becky spend 12 sleep, 12 drink Shirley.”

“Let’s get an early start,” Becky said, reaching for the decanter and a glass.

“No drink in morning,” Snow Star said.

“How do you know it’s morning? Your watch could be off twelve hours. Maybe it’s nine at night.”

“No night, sun out. Just like drunk asshole Becky after drink two decanters of Shirley. Then you be out.”

“Worry about yourself,” Becky said. “We have the government after us. We have to figure out how to stop them. I can’t do that if I’m sober.”

“I tell you how before!” Snow Star yelled. “You no listen. Kill all men come here from government. Make sorry they come here. You have bad man at other post? Bring here, I make him talk. He talk a lot, then he die good.”

“She has a point,” Becky said. “Fat? Go get him.”

“I kin just grab his ass out of his room and drag him out here, but is that the right way to do it? Somebody gonna notice he be gone. Them idiots at yer post like to gossip.”

“Man disappears in the middle of the night who ain’t never talked to nobody?” Johnson said. “Who’s gonna miss him? Them other fellers come around, tell ‘em you got no idea where he got to. Said he wanted to go have him a look see at the Rockies, and the Piegans may have got his ass. Then you give ‘em directions to Blackfeet country.”

“The gift that keeps on giving,” Becky laughed as she filled her glass. “Keep sending them here, and we’ll keep processing them.” Her eyes suddenly drifted to the platter of bacon sandwiches. “Uh oh,” she said. “I hope.....”

“You eat government man ass bacon,” Snow Star giggled. “No have pig here. Where you think bacon come from? Sandwich have asshole?” she keened, and laughed so hard she fell on the floor.

“You bastard!” Becky laughed, and started tickling Snow Star.

“No do,” Snow Star gasped, and started to hyperventilate.

“Say you’re sorry,” Becky giggled.

“Me sorry.” Becky let her up. “Sorry you eat ass bacon,” Snow Star howled, and ran for the kitchen.

“What a country,” Becky laughed. “Go get this son of a bitch,” she scowled. “We’re going to have us a sit down. After that, we’ll see if he can still sit down. Take Doc with you.”

––––––––
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“How do,” Fat said as he sat down at the bar next to the secretary. “Where you be from?”

“Washington,” the man said, looking at Fat with disdain. “I don’t suppose you know what or where that is, now do you.”

“I do, I be from Maryland originally,” Fat said. “Washington be the capitol. That’s where the president be.”

“Excellent,” Briley said. “You must have gone as far as the fourth grade. You have a stunning grasp of the government. Do you know who the president is?”

“Andy Jackson,” Fat said proudly. “You work for him?”

“I do,” Briley said.

“What job you got?”

“I got Assistant to the Undersecretary of War. I serve under Lewis Cass.”

“You be under another man?” Fat exclaimed. “That be bad. He a pantywaist?”

“No, you mindless barbarian, that means I work for him. Don’t any of you people out here know anything? I have yet to find one man with whom I can carry on an intellectual conversation.”

“Yeah, well, this be no man’s land. Folks hereabouts live off the land, they got no need fer no fancy education. Mountain men, they call us. We live in the far west, in the Rocky Mountains. I kin take ya there if you is of a mind to see ‘em. It be God’s country.”

“Soon to be our country. Why would I want to go there?”

“We got some educated people there. You kin have that conversation you was talkin’ about.”

“Sure,” Briley said. “I can just imagine what intellectual giants I will encounter in the west.”

“Then why you be here? You don’t want to look around, you don’t want to talk to nobody. You just sit here and think you be better than us.”

“I am better than you,” Briley sneered. “All of us are. And some day that will be eminently impressed upon what passes for your brain.”

“Well, you do got you a fine education,” Fat shrugged. “I kin see that. Me, I’m just a poor dumb mountain man. I got no chance agin a man like you,” he said, looking down. “But you ain’t said why you come here.”

“To look for good  places to put forts for the army. So we can protect the land against the Indians and the British,”  he added quickly.

“Them bastards,” Fat hissed. “Injun bastards, they be a curse on this world. And the Brits ain’t no better. I killed a lot of both of ‘em, and were damn proud to do so. You want to kill you some Injuns? I kin show you where to put them forts.”

“You can?” Briley said, his interest peaking. “How?”

“I lived in the west for nigh onto twenty five years,” Fat said. “I know every river and every mountain. I know the land, the weather, and where them savage bastards live. I kin show you the perfect places fer forts. Then you kin bring in the troops and wipe out them lousy Injuns. I hate ‘em,” he spat. “Killed a lot of my friends. All of ‘em kin die tomorrow for all I care.”

“You may be of some value after all,” Briley said.

“That I can be. You wanna go?”

“I will go with you. Is it dangerous?”

“Not when you travel with me,” Fat said. “Them bastards know better to tangle with me.”

“What’s your name?” Briley said.

“Terwilliger,” Fat said, puffing himself up. “Abner Terwilliger.” He tried not to laugh, thinking of the constable by that name he had crushed to death and disposed of in Houghton’s three holer on the docks of St. Louis.

“Very well, Mr. Terwilliger, we will leave tomorrow. I would like to see this place you speak of.”

“Oh, you’ll just love it,” Fat nodded. “This is gonna be the best thing you ever seen.”

That night, Fat kicked Briley’s door open while three Flathead Indians guarded the stairwell.

“Git up!” Fat yelled, and grabbed the mousy little man by the throat. “Git yer clothes on, and don’t make no sound, or you git this,” Fat hissed, holding his Black  in front of Briley’s face.

“But Mr. Terwilliger, we had an arrangement! I agreed to go with you. Why are you doing this?”

“Because I ain’t Terwillige. I be Chester McHugh, and we got no arrangement to make no forts in God’s country. We got an arrangement to take yer dumb ass to our post in the west. There you will talk to Becky Barrett.”

“Barrett!” Briley whispered. “I have heard of her.”

“Now you’re gonna get to meet her. You ain’t gonna like that at all. Now git dressed.” 
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“Hi,” Becky grinned. “How are you?”

“I am fine,” Briley said, looking around. “Although I do not appreciate  being abducted under force.”

“That’s the way we do things in the west,” Becky said.  “You aren’t from around here, are you.”

“No. I am from Washington. I do not appreciate being taken captive by this.....this thing,” he said, looking at Fat.

“You’ll get used to it,” Becky said. “You’ll get used to a lot of things.”

“Why did you have me brought here at gunpoint when I had already agreed to come to the west voluntarily?”

“Gunpoint?” Becky said. “Fat, did you point a gun at our nice Mr. Briley?”

“Nope. I pointed a knife at ‘im.”

“Doc?”

“Not me,” Jake Stanton said. 

“Well now. It appears that Mr. Briley likes to stretch the truth a bit.”

“I’m going to stretch your necks,” Briley said. “On a gallows.”

“Yeah? You have to take us to Washington for that, and you have to be alive to take us there.”

“Are you threatening me?” Briley laughed. “You crude, unctuous bitch.”

Becky cracked Briley across the face hard enough to knock him off his chair. Jake reached down, grabbed him by the throat, and picked him back up. 

“Next name ya call, you git smacked by me,” Jake said. “I hit a lot harder than her.”

“I’ll have all of you jailed for this,” Briley sneered.

“I’m really worried,” Becky said, sitting back. “You got a big fuckin’ mouth, pal. That doesn’t go around here. We’re polite people.”

“You are a pack of insane criminals,” Briley said.

“Yeah, but we’re polite insane criminals. Now suppose you tell us why you want to put up forts in the west.”

“As I told my captors, we wish to protect our lands from the Indians and the British.”

“The Indians. You mean the Indians who have been living here for thousands of years? I would say it’s their land, not yours.”

“We bought it from Louisiana.”

“It wasn’t theirs to sell,” Becky said. 

“They discovered it.”

“How do you claim to discover something that somebody else found ten thousand years before you?”

“The land belongs to whoever has the power to make the claim and back it up. I could claim this place for the government, and there wouldn’t be a thing you could do about it.”

“Snow Star!” Becky yelled. “C’mere.” Snow Star came out. “This is Mr. Briley. He works for our government. He thinks he can take my post.” Snow Star peered at him as if he were a new species of bug she had never seen before.

“You think you take post?” she said. “How you do this with big knife stuck in asshole?”

“Is that all you people can do is stab people with those knives you carry?”

“We could shoot you,” Becky shrugged. “But with the cost of powder and ball, it makes better economic sense to just stick you.”

“Crying poor, are we? I have heard rumors, you know. You are supposed to be a very wealthy woman.”

“I got a few dollars here and there,” Becky said. 

“I can imagine how you got them. It seems the British lost a major gold shipment in New Orleans, then the Port Admiral disappeared. I wonder who could have done that.”

“Not me,” Becky said. “Salt water irritates my cootchie. Besides, what would I do with all that gold? There isn’t anything to spend it on out here.”

“I see what you mean,” Briley said as he looked around. “You people live like animals.”

“You like animal?”  Snow Star said. “How about dinosaur? You like?  I have. I show you.”

“Sure,” Briley sighed. “Miss Barrett, what is it you wish to discuss?”

“I told you, and you lied to me. We already discussed the Indians.  The Brits got their asses handed to them twice by the Continental Army. I doubt they’ll go for a third shot at the prize.”

“I hear you have dispatched quite a few of their regiments yourself,” Briley said.

“Idle rumors,” Becky said. “Look around. You see any fortress here, or an army that could take on the Brits? They like to make up stories to make trouble for us. And you believe them, you and your high and mighty education, you’re stupid enough to believe a girl and a few trappers could defeat the British army?”

“I do not know, I am just saying you have quite a reputation.”

“So does the Easter Bunny,” Becky said. “You believe that, too?”

“Look, Miss Barrett, I have told you what I have been told by my superiors. You can believe it, or not. I cannot control that. There is no other possible reason why the government would want to send the army to this godforsaken hell hole.”

“You want take Indian land,” Snow Star said. “I know about you shit people. You try,” she nodded. “I kill all of you.”

“Who are you, anyway?” Briley said.

“Me Snow Star. Pawnee Indian Tribal Princess. You want fight me? I kill you good.”

“I do not want to fight you.”

“No, you send stupid army to fight. I kill army. You see.”

“You cannot stop progress,” Briley said. “If you attack the army, they will send more troops and they will crush you. Have you ever seen what artillery can do?”

“What’s artillery?” Becky said innocently.

“Cannons.  Big guns with a barrel a foot across.”

“Oh, that,” Becky said. “I heard of that. I bet they can do a lot of damage,” she said, trying not to laugh.

“Yes, they can. That’s what the army will use against you.”

“Jake, do we have any iron underwear? Sounds like we  might need it.”

“Very funny, Miss Barrett. I would advise you to forget this. You are suffering from delusions of grandeur. The government does not want your post, or this land. What would we do with it?”

“You be a lyin’ son of a bitch,” Jake said. “You just done lost yer own argument. Why would the government spend all that money to build forts and send soldiers here to protect somethin’ they don’t want?”

“I don’t know,” Briley said, looking away. “That is not my job.”

“I know yer job,” Jake nodded. “Get them forts up so them that live here can’t defend themselves. Yer gonna find out otherwise. You might get away with this shit some day, but Mister, you’re gonna pay the price. Now you’re gonna get a sample of what I mean.”

Jake looked at Snow Star and made an Indian hand signal. With amazing speed, she executed a perfect spinning back kick and knocked Briley to the floor.

“I’ll go open yer office for ya, Fat,” Jake grinned. McHugh got up as Jake headed for the back, tears of mirth already flowing down his huge face. 

“Best make it fast,” Fat gasped. “This be so funny I can’t take it.”

“Jesus,” Becky sighed. “Not this again.”

Fat hauled the semi conscious Briley to his feet and threw him over his shoulder.

“Him go for poopy swim,” Snow Star laughed as she started twirling in circles. She started making gurgling sounds, and fell into hysterics on the floor.

Jake propped the lid of the three holer open with a stick and stood back as Fat came in, shaking in mirth.

“Don’t drop ‘im,” Jake laughed. “I ain’t going over there to git splashed with shit.”

Fat nodded and hefted Briley to his full arms length over his head.

“Best git farther away,” he gasped. Briley saw the pit of human filth and started to bawl and cry.

“Shut the fuck up, ya damn pantywaist,” Jake laughed. “Face yer fate. You be suckin’ mountain man shit soon. Hope it’s to yer likin’. Me, I never cared much for it.”

“Stop,” Fat keened. “I can’t hold ‘im up no more.”

“Let ‘im go,” Jake cackled. “See if he kin fly.”

Fat threw Briley into the awful pit of waste. He disappeared beneath the surface for a while, then rocketed back up, gagging and screaming.

“How’s it taste?” Jake laughed. “Ya want some salt and pepper? I hear shit tastes better with salt.”

“Stop,” Fat gasped as he fell down. “Yer killin’ me. I can’t take no more.”

Briley finally went down again, and did not resurface.

In the bar, Becky just shook her head as she listened to the commotion in the back. Fat and Jake came back out and sat down.

“You did it again, didn’t you,” she sighed.

“We done it,” Fat sighed, wiping his eye. “He be gone beaver now.”

“You sure nobody back east knows about this man?”

“He never talked to nobody. We grabbed him at night. You got no problem here. The government wants to send folks here, they kin  expect to have some of ‘em disappear. Bunch of damn killers in the west,” Fat sighed. “Best be careful hereabouts.”

“What you do?” Snow Star said. “You give bad man poopy ride? I want kill him.”

“You’ll get yer chance,” Jake sighed as he looked outside. “Look yonder at them mountains. What man wouldn’t want to own them? They’ll keep comin’ I kallate, then they will  face up to their fate.”

“The wrath of God,” Becky whispered.

“What’s that?” Jake said.

“Nothing. Just something Reverend Jackson said when I was at the other post.”

“I show them wrath of God,” Snow Star nodded. “Me sixteen years old now. That make me Tribal Princess. I tell braves to fight, they fight. They say no, they die. All army come here die. You see,” she nodded. “I fix these people good. They make big mistake come here. They get big time ass beating.”

“She got the spirit,” Jake nodded as Snow Star headed for the back.

“I know, but I don’t want her going into a fight against the army. I want her to be somebody.”

“She is somebody,” Jake said. “That’s what ya don’t see. You’ll never stop her or turn her away from the fight. She kin be the greatest Injun in American history. I seen what this girl kin do, and it ain’t pretty. I would not want to be the army fellers that come up agin her.”

“She’s one girl. What can she do?” Becky said.

“You be one girl your own self,” Jake nodded. “What kin you do? Who kin stop Becky Barrett?”

“Nobody,” Becky said, staring out the window. “Okay, let’s do it. Let’s fix these motherfuckers good.”

“Where you learn them cuss words?” Jake laughed. 

“Never you mind,” Becky said. “Where’s my Shirley?”

“Damn drunk,” Jake grinned. “I figger I’ll go to the east with Fat in case somebody comes lookin’ fer Briley.”

––––––––
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“Briley has been gone quite a while,” Lewis Cass said. “Is there any word  from him?”

“No, Mr. Cass,” Undersecretary Arthur Knowlton said. “Nothing. Although it  would take a very long time for any such message to arrive here.”

“Damnable place,” Cass said. “These Indian  lands are so far away, and there is no way to communicate with anybody in this country. Somebody should invent something faster than the post office.”

“What would you like to do about Briley? Do you think he went to the west to look around?”

“I did not instruct him to do that, it is too dangerous. He was supposed to talk to people and gather information about where to put the forts.”

“What about the forts that now exist?”

“Those are trading posts, not military installations. I don’t know why they even call them forts. We have a some soldiers at Fort Dodge, and some troops in Texas. We have the United States Mounted Ranger Battalion and the Regiment of Dragoons, but the total Dragoon force is only 750 men and currently they are in Florida. The Rangers are volunteers and unreliable. When we begin the expansion, we will be faced by thousands of hostile Indians. We will need a sizeable force with artillery to stop them.”

“I see. Perhaps Briley is on his way back.”

“Send someone out there,” Cass sighed. “He should have returned weeks ago.”

“Shall I go myself?”

“No, I need you here. Send someone who knows St. Louis. The place he went to is a trading post north of there. It is owned by a woman who has an unsavory reputation, as I recall. Barrett, her name is. Tell whoever you send to be careful.”

“I know just the man. His name is Bentley. He works in procurement. He was in the army.”

“All right, send him. He is not to stay there for any length of time. Just have him find out if Briley was there, and where he may have gone. Ask at the docks in St. Louis, too. Check the passenger manifests for barges returning from that post.”
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“Whiskey, please,” Bentley said as he sat down at the bar. He looked around casually, hoping to see Briley.

Fat saw him and nudged Jake under the table. “Look yonder,” he said.

“I see ‘im,” Jake said. 

“Them are army boots,” Fat said. “And I seen them document bags like he got. They use them in Washington. I kallate he be here to see about Briley.”

“Well then, I kallate we got to fess up and tell ‘im what we done,” Jake grinned.

“Let him ask his questions. Ain’t nobody here who remembers that Briley feller.”

Bentley looked around again and spotted Ronald Jackson in the back. He waved at him to come out.

“What is your job here, boy?” he said.

“Boy? I don’t see no boy,” Jackson said, looking around.

“Who owns you?” Bentley said curiously.

“Nobody,” Jackson said. “I ain’t no nigger slave. I be the post manager and pastor. I got me a divinity degree from William and Mary. I am a free black man.”

“All right, free black man, who registers the guests here?”

“I do, mostly.”

“Was a man named John Mason Briley here? He is missing. He is a government official.”

“Let me look,” Jackson shrugged. He took out the registration book. “Yup. He was here last month. He stayed a day and left.”

“Where did he go?”

“Didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. Not my business.”

“Who here would know about the far west? I think he may have gone there.”

“If he did, you can kiss his ass goodbye,” Jackson said. “He’d never make it past the Piegans and the Crow.”

“Perhaps he had a guide. You know, protection. Who is here that could do that?”

Jake grinned at Jackson, since Bentley now had his back turned. He pointed at Bentley and drew his thumb across his throat.

“Well,” Jackson sighed, “you can ask them two over there. The fat man  and the tall man with the beard. They be trappers. They know the west.”

Bentley got up and came over to Jake’s table. “Mind if I join you? I have a couple of questions I’d like to ask you.”

“Sure,” Jake shrugged. “Sit yer ass down.”

“I am looking for a man from the government. He was here last month, and stayed one day according to the Negro at the bar. His name was Briley.” Bentley described Briley. “He may have wanted to go to the west, and may have hired a guide. Do you know anything about him?”

“Briley,” Jake mused, stroking his chin. “That name rings a bell. Government feller, you say?”

“Yes. Undersecretary of War.”

Jake looked at Fat. “Ain’t that the feller that hired Jim Bridger to take him to see the Rockies?”

“Must be,” Fat said. “Bridger left out of here with a feller right about that time. Said something about the man wanted  to see where to put a fort.”

“That’s him!” Bentley exclaimed. “We are worried about the British,” he said. “If we have a fort or two in the west, it will discourage them from trying anything funny. Where do you think they went?”

“Hard to say,” Jake said. “Prob’ly along the Missouri, ‘cause I figger a fort got to be able to git supplies and barges be the best and fastest way.”

“Can you take me there?”

“How many of you fellers got  to chase this man?” Jake laughed. “He’ll be safe with Jim. I figger he’ll be back soon enough.”

“I want to talk to him. He can stay here as long as he wants. I just need to see him. The Secretary is worried. I’ll pay.”

“Well, all right,” Jake sighed. “We don’t normally do no guidin’, but I am going back anyway. I reckon you kin tag along. You got a hundred in gold?”

“I do.”

“Then saddle up. Fat here kin bring ya back, he stays here most of the time.”

“Great,” Bentley said. “I’ll be ready in half an hour.”

Four days later, they arrived at the Milk River. They made camp, and Jake rode off towards Blackfeet country. He returned two hours later with two braves from the village of Gray Wolf, the High Chief of the tribe. Bentley looked at them warily.

Jake and the Indians dismounted and came over to Bentley. “This here is Strong Lance,” Jake said, nodding at one of the Indians, who stared at Bentley with dead eyes. “Strong Lance, this be a government feller in charge of makin’ war. He is here to find places to put forts fer the white man’s army, so’s he kin kill the Injuns and take their land. I figgered you might like to meet ‘im.”

“I am very happy to see this white man,” Strong Lance said, a sinister smile playing at his lips. “I thank my brother Tall Elk for showing him to me.”

“I reckon Gray Wolf and his daughter Moon Cloud might like to see ‘im, so here he be. You take ‘im to yer village.”

“What?” Bentley exclaimed. “I’m not going to any Indian village. I don’t trust Indians.”

“I kallate they don’t trust you much either,” Jake shrugged. “Now git on yer pony and go with Strong Lance. Maybe you’ll enjoy the visit, although I reckon not.”

Bentley backed up and pulled his pistols. “The hell you say,” he snarled, and pointed them at the Indians. He pulled the triggers, but nothing happened.

“Didn’t check yer guns today, did ya,” Jake said. “I unloaded ‘em when you was asleep.”

Bentley tried to run, but he didn’t get far. Strong Lance threw a version of the tomahawk at him that was designed to knock a man out rather than cut him. Bentley went down in a heap. He came to a few minutes later, hands and feet bound, tied to his pony.

“You can’t do this to me!” he yelled. “These savages will probably kill me!”

“Ain’t no probably about it,” Jake said. He and Fat mounted up. Jake tipped his hat at Strong Lance. “Have fun,” he grinned.

“I will,” Strong Lance said. “All the village members will enjoy meeting this white man.”

“This be for the Great Chief,” Jake said, and handed  Strong Lance a pouch full of gold he had taken from Bentley’s bag as he slept. He added a pound of Virginia twist.

“Thank you. The chief will be pleased.” He turned and rode off, the other Indian and the screeching Bentley in tow.

“Reckon he’ll have a hard night,” Jake said as he watched them ride away.


Office of the Secretary of War

Washington, D.C.
August, 1835








“That’s two missing men now,” Cass said. “Bentley should have been back two weeks ago. What is going on?”

“I have no idea,” Knowlton said. “But it sound suspicious. Everybody who goes to this place never returns. There is also a  missing engineer, a railroad executive, and a mining company executive.”

Cass looked through some papers. “This Barrett woman who  owns these posts. What do you know about her?”

“Nothing. I never heard of her.”

“There are stories that she has a feud going with the Chouteau family in Canada. He supposedly arranged for the Brits to attack her, and she massacred them. I want you to find her and question her. Send the Rangers, maybe ten of them. Perhaps the sight of the United States Army will loosen her tongue.”



Barrett Trading Post West

Flathead Country
August, 1835






“Army,” Dan McNeil said as he looked out the window. “That ain’t good.”

“It had to happen eventually,” Becky said. “I’ll handle them. Everybody be nice, and play dumb. Dan, you don’t have to play because you are dumb.”

“Oh here we go, it’s ride Dan’s ass again, huh?”

“They are not to be harmed,” she said, eyeing Snow Star. “Not this time, anyway,” she grinned.

The ten men dismounted. Nine of them stayed outside. A tall, handsome Colonel with flowing blonde hair and mustache came in.

“I am Colonel Andrew Price,” he said. “I would like to speak to Rebecca Barrett.”

“Right here,” Becky said. “Have a seat. Would you like a meal and something to drink?”

“Yes, I would. Thank you.”

Becky motioned for a waiter. “I’ll feed your men if you like. Have them go into the hotel.”

“That is most hospitable of you,” Price said. He stuck his head out the door and told his men to go to the hotel, then sat back down. “This is a nice place you have here,” he said, looking around. “I expected something a bit more rough.”

“The old post was rough,” Becky said. “We razed it and built a new one.”

“Choteau’s, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. We took over after he died.”

“What happened to him?” Price said casually.

“He made a few bad business decisions,” Becky said. “Lost all his money.  I guess it got to him, because he died shortly after that.” Visions of Dan burying Pierre Choteau alive made her bite her lip to keep from laughing.

“I see. Myself, I never met the man.”

“Typical trading post owner,” Becky said with a wave of her hand. “Rob you blind. His brother used to own my other post.”

“And I suppose he died after a bad business decision as well?”

“Nope. Indians got his ass and burned him out.”

“You are quite young. How does a young white woman come to own all this?”

“Hard work and clean living,” Becky sighed. “Did the army send you here to examine my finances, Colonel? It’s really none of their business.”

“No, I was just making conversation. You must admit, white women are rare in these parts.”

“So are army colonels,” Becky said. “Considering this land is not part of the Union and the army has no jurisdiction here.”

“Actually, we are here to look for two men who we think may have come to the west on behalf of the government.”

“Haven’t seen any,” Becky shrugged. “What interest would the government have in a bunch of trappers?”

“None.  Their interest is in.....protecting the country from the British.”

“Seems we already did that,” Becky said. “Twice. Now we’re supposed to be playing kissy face with them.”

“Yes, but things change. We don’t quite trust them yet. Which reminds me, there  are stories


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE SHINING MOUNTAINS 5
THE WRATH OF GOD

CHARLES FISHER






