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Seed of Evil

The King family has always
appreciated the remoteness of their valley deep in the Rocky
Mountains. There, they have all the freedom they could desire. But
the long trip to Bent’s Fort for supplies is one of the few
downsides. All that changes when a newcomer opens the first general
store in their region. The mountain men and scattered settlers are
delighted—until people start to disappear, and dark whispers hint
that a seed of evil has taken root in the wilderness.

 


Garden of Eden

Mountain Man Shakespeare
McNair has always been happiest when living on the fringes of the
frontier, ever pushing the boundaries of exploration. When an old
friend tells him of a valley undisturbed by the hand of man, he
just can’t resist the temptation. And so he sets off to find it
with Nate King, Nate’s wife, and his own wife, Blue Water Woman.
But they are about to find out that every Garden of Eden has
serpents lurking in the shadows. In this valley, it’s a two-legged
enemy—one that slays all intruders.
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One

 


THE SHERIFF AND his
deputies bristled with weapons. They crept through the muggy
Missouri night following a trail an informant told them about. The
trail ended on a hill that overlooked a valley. The valley was a
black pit with a pair of glowing eyes at its center.

The sheriff and his men
huddled. The sheriff could hardly see their faces. Several worked
for him full-time. The rest were volunteers who lent a hand when he
needed extra help. He needed it tonight.

“From here on out, our
lives aren’t worth a plugged coin,” the sheriff whispered. “One
mistake is all it will take. I don’t need to tell you how dangerous
he is. I shouldn’t need to remind you that the cutthroats who ride
with him are a pack of rabid wolves.”

“What I want to know,”
said John Byerly, one of the regular deputies, “is why we’re going
to try to take them alive.”

“They’re entitled to a
chance to surrender.”

“Hell,” Byerly
said.

One of the part-time
deputies cleared his throat. “You know as well as we do, Sheriff,
that they’ll make a fight of it.”

“It will be kill or be
killed,” said another.

“We do this as the law
says to do it,” the sheriff insisted. “If any man wants out, now is
the time to say.”

“Hell,”
Byerly said again. “I’m not complaining. I
just don’t like the notion of sticking my head in
a bear’s mouth and then asking the bear not to bite it
off.”

Several of them grinned
nervously.

The sheriff fingered his
shotgun. “All right. We’ve been through what to do. Remember the
signals. Anyone gets in trouble, yell for help.” He said the next
pointedly. “Above all, we can’t let Ranton escape.”

“He’s a bad one,” Byerly
said.

“That he is,” the sheriff
grimly agreed. “Wherever he goes, he sows seeds of evil. It’s time
to put an end to it. He has infested our state long enough.” The
sheriff stood. “Let’s do this, men.”

The trail was narrow and
winding. Midway down, a deputy tripped. Everyone froze, but there
was no sign their quarry had heard.

The sheriff was sweating.
His mouth was dry. All his years in office, he’d never had to deal
with anyone like Neil Ranton. If ever there was a man who came out
of the womb born rotten through and through, Ranton was
it.

The twin eyes were lights
in windows. The two-story house was old, built by a settler years
ago. It had been abandoned when the last of the family died. It was
so far out that no one wanted the place, and it had fallen into
disrepair. But the house was good enough for the use Ranton put it
to.

Female laughter brought
the sheriff up short. It was wrong, them sounding so happy. He
whistled in imitation of a robin and his deputies spread out. They
had two minutes to surround the place. Then it would
commence.

The sheriff wiped his
palms on his pants and thumbed back the hammers on his
English-made shotgun. Both barrels were
loaded with buckshot. He wasn’t taking any chances. If anyone
raised a gun to him, he would blow them in half.

Off in the night an owl
hooted.

Without warning the front door opened
and a man came out.

The sheriff crouched. He
aimed the shotgun, but he didn’t shoot. He couldn’t give himself
away until his deputies were in position. He wished he could tell
who it was.

The lamplight inside
briefly framed the figure. Then the front door closed and the man
came down the porch steps, moving toward the outhouse.

The sheriff swore
silently. He hadn’t counted on this. But he was confident his
deputies would take the man into custody quietly. They were well
trained.

The outhouse door creaked open and
shut.

By then the two minutes
were up. The sheriff rose and advanced to within a dozen feet of
the front porch and cupped a hand to his mouth. “This is the
sheriff! We have you surrounded! Come out with your hands in the
air! If you resist we will use deadly force! Come out
now!”

The sheriff crouched, and
it saved his life. In an upstairs window, a rifle cracked and the
slug whizzed past his ear. The sheriff jerked his shotgun up and
let loose with one of the twin barrels. The window exploded in a
hundred shards, and a man shrieked.

Bedlam broke out.
Everywhere guns blasted. Men cursed and shouted and
screamed.

The front door was flung
wide and out charged a heavyset man with a pistol in each hand. He
fired at the sheriff as he came down the steps, and the sheriff let
him have the other barrel in the chest. The buckshot lifted the man
off his feet and slammed him against the
porch rail hard enough for him to pitch over it.

As abruptly as it had begun, the
firing stopped. A man wailed that he was hit and begged for help. A
woman sobbed.

The sheriff reloaded. He
was almost to the porch when Byerly rushed up.

“Deputy Hanson is
dead.”

“Damn,” the sheriff
said.

“It was the one in the
outhouse. He left a knife in Hanson’s chest.”

“Did you get
him?”

“No, he got away. But I
did get a glimpse.” Byerly paused. “Sheriff, I think it was
Ranton.”

The sheriff gripped the shotgun so
hard, his knuckles hurt. “Hell in a basket. Fetch the dogs and set
them on his scent.” Not that it would do any good. Ranton had
eluded dogs before.

“He won’t stick around,”
Byerly predicted. “He’ll go somewhere else and start over like he
always does.”

“God help the poor people
who live there, wherever it is,” the sheriff said.







 


Two

 


THE MOUNTAIN MAN was being
followed.

Nate King woke at dawn, as
was his habit. He kindled the embers of his fire and put the
coffeepot on. He could go without food in the morning, but he
refused to go without coffee. His wife liked to tease that he
wouldn’t need to make as many long rides to Bent’s Fort if his will
wasn’t mush.

Nate had two addictions in
life, coffee and books. He was an avid reader, everything from
James Fenimore Cooper to Mary Shelley to Plato. As he waited for
the coffee to perk, he opened the beaded parfleche his wife had
made for him and took out his copy of Thomas Paine’s
The Rights of Man. He
was about to open it to where he had left off when his bay raised
its head, stared off to the west, and whinnied.

Nate looked up. He was
well out on the prairie, amid rolling swells of grass pockmarked by
wallows and split by gullies. The rising sun cast a golden glow
that caused the morning dew to sparkle. He saw neither man nor
animal. The bay was still staring, though, so he shoved the book
back into the parfleche, picked up his Hawken, and strode a few
yards from the fire.

The prairie spread to the
horizon. He had the illusion he and his horse were the only living
things in all that vastness. But that’s all it was, an illusion.
The prairie teemed with life, and not all of it was friendly. There
were grizzlies and wolves and cougars. There were hostiles who
would like nothing better than to count coup on a white. Sometimes
there were white men who preyed on other white men for no other
reason than the coins in their poke.

Nate had lived in the
wilderness a good many years. He’d lasted as long as he had because
he never let down his guard. So it was that when he sat back down
and resumed sipping his coffee, he kept an eye on his back trail
and caught the glint of the sun on metal. He didn’t let on that he
had seen. He finished his coffee, saddled his bay, and got under
way.

Buckskins clung to Nate’s
big frame. His broad chest was crisscrossed by a possibles bag, an
ammo pouch, and a powder horn. Around his waist was a brace of
flintlocks, a bowie knife, and a tomahawk. A walking armory, some
would call him.

Nate held the bay to a
walk, acting as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Now and
again he casually looked over his shoulder. Twice more he saw the
gleam. It was closer each time.

Nate came to a hillock and
went around. As soon as he was on the other side, he drew rein and
dismounted. Bent low, he climbed to the top. Just below the crest,
he flattened so he wouldn’t be silhouetted against the bright sky.
He crawled until he could see over.

There were four of them,
plus a packhorse. Warriors armed with bows and lances, riding in
single file, smack on his back trail.

Nate tucked the Hawken’s stock to his
shoulder. He put his thumb to the hammer and fixed a bead on the
first warrior. The man’s hair hung long and loose and hid part of
his face.

As they neared the
hillock, Nate saw that they were Crows. Usually, the Crows were
friendly. He waited until they were right below him, then stood
with the Hawken leveled. In their tongue he said,
“Ka-hay. Sho’o daa’
chi.”

The first warrior drew
rein and glanced up. “Grizzly Killer!” he exclaimed in
English.

“Chases Rabbits,” Nate
said in some surprise. It had been more than a year since he last
saw the young warrior, and Chases Rabbits had done a lot of
growing.

Slapping his legs against
his pinto, Chases Rabbits trotted up the slope. He vaulted down,
clasped Nate’s arms, and cheerfully declared, “Me great happy at
see you again.”

“I’m glad to see you,
too,” Nate said, although the news he had to impart might break the
younger man’s heart.

“How be
Evelyn?”

“She’s fine,” Nate said.
He hesitated, then decided to get it over with. “She has a beau
now.”

“She have ribbon in hair?”
Chases Rabbit said. “It pretty one?”

“Not that kind of bow.
She’s seeing someone.”

“Evelyn have good eyes,”
Chases Rabbits declared. “She see like hawk.”

Nate reminded himself that
he must speak simply and plainly. “Let me put it another way. My
daughter is being courted.”

“Eh? She tied up? Why you
do that?”

“What?”
Nate laughed. “No, not cord.
Not rope. She is being courted as in she is
smitten with a young man and he is smitten with her.”

Chases Rabbits appeared even more
puzzled. He wriggled his fingers and said, “She wear fur on hands
in summer?”

Now it was Nate who was
confused. He held out his own hands, and
it hit him. “No. Not mittens. Smitten. It means she’s in
love.”

“Me too!”

Nate had expected the young Crow to be
greatly upset. A while back Chases Rabbits had wooed Evelyn.
Nothing had ever come of it, though. Evelyn liked him as a friend
and nothing more.

“You’re not still in love
with her?”

“Her who?”

“My daughter,” Nate said
in mild exasperation. “Who have we been talking about?”

“Oh. No. Me in love with
Raven On The Ground.” Chases Rabbits beamed. “She beautiful. She
nice. She sweet. She all goodness.”

“Well now,” Nate said,
pleasantly surprised.

“Well what?”

Nate sighed. He had almost forgotten
how Chases Rabbits used to make him want to pull out his hair. “I’m
glad that you have someone of your own.”

“She not mine yet. First
me must show me brave warrior.” Chases Rabbits gave a start as if
an idea had occurred to him. “You help me, Grizzly Killer? You my
good friend.”

“Help you how?”

“Help me kill heap plenty
Blackfeet.”







 


Three

 


BENT’S FORT HAD been the
hub of white commerce for over a decade. Situated on the Arkansas
River, it was the sole outpost between the States and Santa Fe.
Freighters always stopped to rest their teams and stock up on
provisions, which was why over thirty wagons were in a circle
outside the walls.

Indians came often, too,
to trade. Originally, the Bent brothers and their partner, Ceran
St. Vrain, established the post to trade with the Arapaho and the
Cheyenne. As word spread, other tribes traveled to the fort, tribes
from far and wide, the Crows among them.

“There it be!” Chases
Rabbits declared as they came within sight of the high adobe
walls.

Nate didn’t say anything. He was
pondering what his young friend had told him earlier.

“Now me get rifle,” Chases
Rabbits said, with a nod at the packhorse he was leading. Tied to
it were prime pelts, beaver and buffalo and others. “Then me go
count coup on Blackfeet.”

“About that,” Nate
said.

“Yes?”

“There’s always a chance
they might count coup on you.”

“Me warrior!” Chases
Rabbits said, and thumped his chest. “Me not afraid.”

“You
should be,” Nate told him. The Blackfeet had long held sway over
much of the northern plains. They
were fierce and proud and not ever to be taken lightly.

“Why you talk like that?
Me no coward.”

“I never said you were.
But a smart man doesn’t poke a hornet’s nest.”

“What stinging bugs have
to do with it?”

Nate chose his words
carefully. The Crows, as did so many tribes, placed a premium on
courage. Warriors who performed daring deeds were the most esteemed
and sat high in their councils. “Did Raven On The Ground say she
wants you to go kill Blackfeet?”

“It my idea so she want me
for husband. Women like great men.”

“Says the sprout who has
barely lived eighteen winters.”

“Sorry?” Chases Rabbits
said.

Nate remembered a time
when his own son thought the same. Counting coup was all many a
young warrior lived for. It was their stepping-stone to prominence.
As a result, they took risks wiser heads avoided. “Can’t you
impress your beauty some other way?”

“Me can steal many horses,
but it quicker to kill a lot of enemy.”

About a score of Nez Percé
were camped near the high walls. Not far off were Pawnees. To the
south were some Arapahos and a few Cheyenne.

The freighters, Nate noticed, had
posted guards. They didn’t trust the Indians any more than the
Indians trusted them.

Nate and his Crow friend
were almost to the gate when it opened and out filed five riders.
All were white. In the lead was a tall man with a face like a
shrew. He wore a blue cap and cradled a long Kentucky rifle.
Instead of veering aside, he drew rein.

“You’re in my way,
lunkhead.”

Nate had no objection to
moving, but he didn’t like the insult. “And you’re in
mine.”

“Suppose you move before
you make me mad.”

“Suppose you go suck on a
cow buff’s teat.”

The man tilted his head as
if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You should learn to
watch that tongue of yours, mountain man.” Over his shoulder he
said to the others, “Did you hear this idiot?”

“I heard him, Petrie,”
growled a scraggly oldster with stringy gray hair that hung limp
under a floppy hat.

Petrie brought his mount
up close to Nate’s bay. “You ever talk to me like that again, you
stupid son of a bitch, and you’ll be sorry.”

Nate almost hit him. He
was cocking his arm to swing when a third man jabbed his heels and
barreled his buttermilk between them.

“That’s enough, Petrie.
You and that damn temper of yours. Leave him be and keep
going.”

Nate would have thought
that a testy character like Petrie would object to being bossed
around, but Petrie rode on without another word. “I’m obliged,”
Nate said.

“Think nothing of it,
friend,” said the peacemaker. It was hard to tell his age. He was
lean and sinewy, with a sharp, angular face and a jaw like an
anvil. Blond curls spilled over his small ears. “Our boss wouldn’t
like it, him causing trouble.” The man thrust out a bony hand.
“Geist is the name, by the way.”

“Nate King.”

“That’s a strong shake
you’ve got there,” Geist said. “No hard feelings, I hope.” He
motioned to the others and rode off after Petrie.

“Who them whites be?”
Chases Rabbits asked.

“I have no idea.” Nate
turned to the still-open gate, and smiled at the man he saw walking
through.

Ceran St. Vrain had an
aristocratic bearing. Always the best-dressed man at the fort, he
was known for his keen mind and his fairness. “As I live and
breathe,” he said with a grin. “You’re back already? You were just
here last month.”

“Out of you know what.”
Nate climbed down and warmly shook St. Vrain’s hand.

“You have an entire lake
to drink,” St. Vrain said, “yet that’s not good enough.”

“As I recollect, you have
no room to talk. Who is it orders brandy by the case?”

St. Vrain grinned, then fixed his
attention on the Crows. “Friends of yours?”

Nate introduced Chases Rabbits. “He’s
here to trade for a rifle.”

“How much furs you want
for long gun?” the young warrior asked.

“The going rate is ten
buffalo robes,” St. Vrain informed him. “I give you my word it will
be a quality piece and not blow up in your face like some of Hudson
Bay’s trade rifles did. You can hunt with confidence.”

“He wants the rifle to
kill Blackfeet,” Nate said.

“You don’t
say.”

“You don’t say what?”
Chases Rabbits asked.

“We don’t sell rifles for
tribes to make war,” St. Vrain informed him. “We sell them to use
to hunt and so you can protect yourself.”

“Me not make war. Me count
coup.”

“There’s a woman,” Nate
said.

St. Vrain arched an
eyebrow. “You live a complicated life, young sir.”

“Me do?” Chases Rabbits
scratched his chin. “How I live it and not know it?”

St. Vrain motioned. “Let’s not block
the gate. You and your friends are welcome so long as you obey the
rules. Come on in.”

“Rules?” Chases Rabbits
said.

“No hard spirits are
allowed inside the walls. No discharging of firearms. No fighting.
No quarreling. Any disputes, you come to me or Bill or Charles
Bent, and we’ll resolve the issue. One of us is always on the
premises. Do you understand all I’ve told you?”

“What be
spirits?”

“Liquor. Whiskey. Scotch.
Rum. You name it. That includes ale and beer. We are most strict
about alcohol.”

“White man’s drink,”
Chases Rabbits said. “Smell like horse piss. Me never drink. Crow
who drink not be Crow anymore.”

“Good for you, young
sirrah.”

“What that
mean?”

“Your English has gaps,
doesn’t it?”

“Many,” Nate
said.

“Come on in,” St. Vrain
repeated, and after Nate and the Crows had ridden through, he
nodded at two guards, who promptly closed the gate.

The central square bustled
with freighters and other visitors. At the northwest and southeast
corners were towers with field pieces. A blacksmith shop was near
the gate. Nate made for the hitch rail in front of it.

“Have supper with me and
invite your amusing friend,” St. Vrain suggested, falling into
step. “Perhaps we can dissuade him from getting himself
killed.”

“I’ve been
trying.”

“But he refuses to listen
because he’s young and stubborn and in love.”

“Weren’t we all
once?”

“What else do you need
besides coffee? Or did you come all this way just for
that?”

“Don’t start. I get ribbed
enough by Winona and Shakespeare. I don’t need to hear it from
you.”

“I’m just surprised you
came all this way when you have somewhere so much closer to get
your supplies.”

Nate stopped. “What are
you talking about?”

“You don’t know?” St.
Vrain smoothed his fine coat and clasped his hands behind his back.
“I would have thought word had spread all over the Rockies by
now.”

“Keep me in suspense, why
don’t you?”

St. Vrain smiled. “How
many settlers would you say there are in the foothills and deeper
in? Besides the five families in King Valley, that is.”

Nate shrugged. “About fifteen to
eighteen, I reckon.”

“Oh, it’s more than that.
The Wards, the Kendals, and there are many others. It’s closer to
two dozen, I would say. Enough, I imagine, to support the new
general store that has opened for business.”

Genuine shock gripped
Nate. Stores and taverns were cornerstones of civilization, and
until this moment he had cherished the reality that civilization,
with all its many ills, was a thousand miles away, far across the
prairie and the wide Mississippi. “Please tell me you’re
jesting.”

“Would that I were. I
don’t appreciate having competition, but it’s competition on a
small scale. They don’t sell nearly as much as we do. Mainly the
basics, and drink and food.”

“You’ve been
there?”

“A social call, to be
polite. And to gauge how they’ll cut into our profits.” St. Vrain
grinned. “They sell coffee.”

“Where is this
place?”

“About four miles
northeast of your old cabin, along the foothills. They built it in
a basin they call Mud Hollow. There’s a creek but no one has given
it a name yet. The man who runs the store calls himself Toad,” St.
Vrain chuckled. “I kid you not.”

“What is he
like?”

“The name fits. But do you
want to hear something even more interesting? This Toad has five
helpers. His clerks, he calls them. You met the gentlemen a few
minutes ago. They were here to buy flour and sugar from us. Seems
their own shipment was short.”

“You mean …?”

“Yes. Those men you
encountered on your way in. Mr. Petrie and Mr. Geist and the
others.”

“Petrie doesn’t strike me
as the store clerk type.”

“Me, neither,” St. Vrain
said.

Nate gazed out over the
west wall toward the distant mountains. “So what you’re saying is
that there is more to this than meets the eye?”

“I suspect so, yes. And I
thought you would like to know.”

“Damn,” Nate King
said.


 


Four

 


THE FOOTHILLS ROSE in
serial ranks. Those covered with more grass than trees were light
green; those covered with more trees than grass were dark green.
Interspersed here and there was the brown of barren hills, the
ground too rocky to support plant life.

The new trading post was easy enough
to find.

Rutted tracks left by the
wagons that hauled the trade goods wound among the hills to a broad
hollow. A meandering creek had formed a pond so shallow it looked
to be more mud than water. Thus, evidently, the name the owner of
the store had chosen—Mud Hollow.

The store was well
constructed. It was two stories, the bottom built from pine logs,
the top from boards. There were windows with glass. There were also
gun ports, a lot of gun ports, on all four sides. A corral was at
the rear, a long hitch rail in front. A large sign proclaimed to
the world that it was toad’s mercantile.

“I’ll be damned,” Nate
said.

“Why?” Chases Rabbits
asked.

The young warrior and his
companions had accompanied Nate from Bent’s Fort. Cradled in Chases
Rabbits’ arm was his new rifle, a smoothbore with a thirty-inch
barrel, manufactured in London.

Nate didn’t mind the
company. In fact, he’d taken advantage and tried to talk his young
friend out of venturing into Blackfoot
territory. So far he hadn’t been successful.

“Big lodge,” Chases
Rabbits said with a nod at the mercantile. “Heap important man live
here.”

“He’d sure like you to
think so.”

Several horses with
saddles were at the hitch rail. In the corral were more without,
milling or dozing. A short way past the mercantile, the three men
Nate had seen with Geist and Petrie were erecting what appeared to
be a stable or barn. All three, he noticed, kept pistols under
their belts and knives in their sheaths as they went about their
work.

“Me like this place,”
Chases Rabbits said.

“We haven’t been inside
yet.” Nate dismounted and tied the reins to the hitch
rail.

The door was open. From
inside came voices and laugher. A wide window revealed a counter
that ran the length of the room and rows of shelves piled with
goods. To one side were several tables with linen and
silverware.

A man was staring back
through the window at Nate. He smiled, then came outside, his hand
outstretched as he had offered it at Bent’s Fort. “Mr. King. Fancy
seeing you again so soon.”

“Mr. Geist,” Nate
said.

“You must have heard about
us at the fort and come for a look-see.”

“Something like
that.”

“Allow me to show you
around.” Geist smiled at the Crows. “You and your friends. Indians
are always welcome. They’ll be a large part of our
trade.”

“You’re in business with
this Toad, then?”

“Oh, no,” Geist quickly
answered. “Toad is the boss. I’m just another of the hired
help.”

The inside smelled of tobacco smoke
and food. In a corner sat a stove. By the counter was a pickle
barrel.

Nate couldn’t get over it:
a mercantile in the Rockies. “I never thought I’d live to see the
day.”

“I beg your
pardon?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on over and I’ll
introduce you.” Geist ushered them to the counter.

Behind it stood a
remarkably grotesque individual. The man stood a few inches over
five feet in height and was almost as wide as he was tall. His
shoulders slumped, his body thickened at the middle, his legs were
short and bowed, his feet wide and splayed. Then there was his
face. It was broad across the chin but narrow at the brow. His
brown eyes bulged as if seeking to burst from their sockets. His
wide nose was flat, his mouth a slit. The total effect brought to
mind the animal he was named after.

“Toad, I’d like you to
meet Nate King,” Geist said.

“Pleased to meet you,”
Nate replied.

Toad’s bulging eyes fixed
on him and he briefly touched a clammy palm to Nate’s. “Heard about
you.”

Nate was dumfounded. The man’s voice
sounded just like the croak of a real toad. His reaction must have
shown, because the other frowned.

“You’re not one of those,
are you?”

“Those?”

“The ones who look at me
like I’m some kind of freak. I’ve had to put up with it all my life
and I don’t like it one bit.”

“Now, Toad,” Geist
said.

Toad colored and balled
his thick fingers. “Well, I don’t,” he said sullenly. He shifted
his bulging eyes back to Nate. “I’ve done
a lot of asking around. They told me at Bent’s that you’re well
thought of. One of the most respected men in the Rockies, St. Vrain
said.”

“News to me,” Nate
replied.

“Don’t be modest. Word is
that you were a trapper once. You stayed on after the fur brigades
disbanded and now you live deep in the mountains with a Shoshone
wife and your family. The Shoshones even adopted you into their
tribe, I understand. Grizzly Killer, the Indians call
you.”

“You have been asking
around.”

“I’m a businessman, King.
And a businessman needs to know about those he might do business
with. I came out to Bent’s a year ago and nosed around to see if I
could make a go of it with my mercantile, and here I
am.”

“I wouldn’t think there
are enough settlers for you to make a go of it.”

“There aren’t. But I’m
close enough to the Oregon Trail that wagon trains will stop. And
then there are the Indians. I hope to trade with all the
tribes.”

“Really?” Nate
said.

Toad’s eyes grew
defensive. “Is it me, or do you not sound too happy about my being
here?”

Nate decided to be honest
with him. “Some years back another man opened a trading post. He
said the same thing you have, that he was only interested in trade.
But he stirred up trouble between two of the tribes so he could
sell them a lot of rifles.”

“I’m not him,” Toad
declared. “Making money is in my blood, you might say. But stirring
up a war is a damn stupid way to do business. I aim to be here a
good long while, and to do that I have to stay friendly with
everyone, white and red alike.”

“I’m happy to hear
that.”

“What
happened to that other meshuggener?”

“The what?”

“The putz who tried to
stir up the war.”

“Someone shot
him.”

“You?”

Nate hesitated. “My son.”

Geist had been listening
with great interest. “We heard about him, too, at Bent’s. The
notorious Zach King. A natural-born killer, they call him. Someone
told us it’s because he’s a half-breed.”

Had it not been for Geist’s
perpetually friendly smile, Nate would have slugged him. “Who told
you that?”

“We forget,” Toad said
with a pointed look of his bulging eyes at Geist.

“Not that I believe that
nonsense about breeds,” Geist added quickly. “Just because a person
has mixed blood doesn’t mean he’s bad.”

“No,” Nate gratefully
replied. “It doesn’t.”

“As for my mercantile,”
Toad said, “you have my word that we’ll cause no trouble
whatsoever.”

“I hope to God that’s
true,” Nate King said.







 


Five

 


NESTLED IN THE heart of
the Rockies lay a valley ringed by towering mountains over three
miles high. Several were capped with the white of snow. Other peaks
were the brown of upthrust rock or the red of bare
earth.

King Valley, it was
called, and at its center was the great blue eye known as King
Lake. Lush grass spread south of the lake. To the west, north, and
east grew forest as dense and untamed as the day the first man set
foot on the North American continent.

Wildlife thrived. Mountain
sheep roamed the high crags. Elk bugled in the upper meadows. Deer
were everywhere. Mountain lions and wolves helped keep the
population in check. Coyotes and bobcats fed on the small
game.

Birds were as numerous as
the leaves on the trees. Robins, sparrows, jays, and ravens
constantly flew about. Out on the lake, ducks, geese, and terns
swam and quacked and honked. High above soared the predators of the
air, eagles and hawks, and the woods harbored owls.

“It sure is beautiful
here, Pa,” Evelyn King said as she stood on the shore and skimmed
stones on the lake’s surface. “There are days when I want to pinch
myself to be sure I’m not dreaming.”

Nate cared for his
daughter deeply. She was headstrong at times, but she had a good
heart and a peaceful temperament. She was
also very much in love – although she wouldn’t come right out and
admit it – with a young Nansusequa. “How is Dega doing these
days?”

“Fine, I
suppose.”

Nate had been home less
than an hour. He had hugged and kissed his wife and talked with
their daughter-in-law, who was visiting. Then he had come out to
stretch his legs and caught sight of his daughter on her way back
from the Nansusequa lodge at the other end of the lake.

“The two of you have been
awfully close since that day you went off together.”

“We’re friends, is
all.”

“Hard to find diapers for
a man my age,” Nate said.

“What would you need a
diaper for?”

“I must have been born
yesterday.”

Evelyn laughed. About to
throw another flat stone, she glanced to the north and said,
“Uh-oh. What has him in such a dither?”

Nate heard the thud of
hooves and guessed what he would see before he turned, and he was
right. Riding hard toward them was his son, Zach. They looked
somewhat alike, in that Zach had his father’s green eyes and build,
but Zach mostly took after his mother and the Shoshone side of the
family. “You might want to go inside.”

“Are you two going to
argue again?” Evelyn threw the stone, which skipped several times
before sinking. “I might just do that, then. When he’s mad he’s not
fun to be around.”

Nate walked to the water,
hunkered down, and dipped his hand in. He sipped from his
cupped palm and wet his neck. As he was
rising, his son arrived in a loud clatter and a flurry of
dust.

“It is true what Louisa
just told me?” Zach demanded without dismounting.

“Unless she’s taken to
lying to you, I would say it was,” Nate replied.

“She said she was visiting
Ma when you got home. She said there’s a new trading post in the
foothills.”

“They’re calling it a
mercantile.”

“I don’t like it, Pa,”
Zach said.

“I’m not fond of the idea,
either, but it’s there and there’s nothing we can do about
it.”

Zach patted one of the pistols tucked
under his leather belt. “Yes, there is.”

“Climb down, son,” Nate
suggested, and when Zach alighted, Nate draped an arm over his
son’s shoulders. “Listen to me. We don’t own these mountains. We
can’t go around running people off because we don’t like them or
because we object to what they do for a living.”

“We can if what they do
causes trouble. The last time we nearly had a war on our
hands.”

“Trust me. It’s all I’ve
thought about since St. Vrain told me about the new trader.” Nate
chose his next words carefully. His son had a tendency to let his
feelings get the better of his judgment and was much too quick to
resort to violence. “I’ve met the man. He’s given me his word he’ll
be fair and decent and won’t ply the Indians with liquor. So long
as he abides by his word, we have no right to interfere with his
livelihood.”

“Which is a fancy way of
saying we twiddle our thumbs and hope for the best.”

Nate lowered his arm and
gazed out across the beautiful blue of the lake. Patience was
another trait his son had not yet fully mastered. But Nate couldn’t
blame him. He, too, felt a special bond with the mountains and the
people who lived there. Many of the tribes were their friends. He
felt especially protective toward the Shoshones, who had accepted
him as one of their own. “We have to give the new trader the
benefit of the doubt.”

“You do, maybe,” Zach
said.

“The last time you took
the law into your own hands, you ended up on trial for your
life.”

Zach’s dark features clouded. “I did
what was right and you know it. And aren’t you forgetting
something?”

“What?”

Zach gestured,
encompassing their valley and the ring of mountains with a sweep of
his arm. “There is no law out here. There is no government. There are no army
posts.”

“Yet,” Nate interrupted,
and was ignored.

“There are no politicians
and lawyers to tell us how to live. We’re free to do as we please.
Truly and really free, as you’ve impressed on me since I was old
enough to understand what being free means.”

Nate didn’t comment. The boy had him
there.

“Out
here, we live by what we
think is right. We have to stand up for
ourselves, for what we believe in, and for those we care
for.”

“I agree, wholeheartedly,”
Nate said. “But you’re forgetting something, too.”

“Which is?”

“That this new trader
hasn’t done anything wrong yet. He hasn’t caused any trouble. We
can’t close him down and drive him off without a
reason.”

Zach put a hand on the
hilt of his bowie. “All right, Pa. I won’t do anything, for now.
But I’ll keep an eye on things, and my ears open, and if I find out
this new trader is as bad as the last, there will be
blood.”


 


Six

 


CHASES RABBITS WAS
surprised when Long Hair sent for him. He was in his father’s
lodge, letting his father admire his new rifle, when a runner came
and said that whites had come to the village, and Long Hair needed
Chases Rabbits to translate.

Chases Rabbits hurried
back with the runner. Two horses with saddles were outside the
chief’s lodge, along with a string of four more. So was a gathering
crowd of his people. He held his head high and made sure to hold
his new rifle across his chest where all could see it. Then he bent
and was in the chief’s lodge.

Other warriors were
already there, prominent men, the most important in their
tribe.

Long Hair beckoned. He had
seen over eighty winters and was one of the most revered leaders of
the tribe. His name came from the fact that his hair, once black
but now as white as snow, had never been cut. He wore it in a
single braid drawn up at the back. When he let it down, as he
sometimes did at celebrations, it was as long as two tall men lying
down head to toe.

Chases Rabbits was deeply
honored, and greatly proud, to be called upon. Because of their
many dealings with whites, quite a few of his people spoke a little
of the white tongue, but he spoke it best. He had his mother to
thank for that. She had lived with a white trapper when he was a
boy.

Long Hair indicated that
Chases Rabbits should sit on his left, between him and the white
men.

Not until Chases Rabbits
sank down did he look at them and realize who they were. He had to
think to remember their names. Then he turned his attention to the
great chief.

“You will speak to these
whites for us. Find out why they have come. They do not know our
tongue and do not know sign. But they smile and are friendly and
seem to have something important to say.”

“I have met them,” Chases
Rabbits revealed. “They are with the man who has the new trading
post.”

“Then perhaps they have
come to ask us to trade with them,” Long Hair said. “Question them
for us.”

Chases Rabbits turned to
their visitors and switched to English. “My heart be happy at
seeing you again, Mr. Geist.” He was not so happy to see the other
one, Petrie. He had not liked how Petrie treated his friend Nate
King.

“Well, this is a stroke of
luck,” the blond man said cheerfully. “Chases Rabbits, isn’t it?
I’ll be grateful if you can help us.”

“What it be you
want?”

Geist was seated
cross-legged, his elbows on his knees. He made a tepee of his
fingers and tapped them to his square chin. “I have heard about
Long Hair. They say he is a great and wise chief. Tell him for me
that I am honored to be in his presence.”

Chases Rabbits did as the
white man wanted.

“I am here on behalf of
Mr. Levi—”

“Me sorry,” Chases Rabbit
broke in. “Who?”

“On
behalf of Toad,” Geist clarified. “He has left it to me to drum up
business for the trading post. I figure the best way to do that is
to hook up with one of the tribes
and have them spread word among the other tribes about how friendly
we are.”

“Me sorry again,” Chases
Rabbits said. “What mean hook up? Like hook Nate King use to catch
fish?”

Petrie laughed.

“No, not
like a fishhook,” Geist said, glaring at Petrie. “Hook up means to
be a special friend. We would like to be special friends with the
Crows. As a token of our friendship, I brought four horses
for ...” He seemed to catch himself. “I brought three horses as gifts
for Long Hair and one horse as a gift for you.”

“Me?” Chases Rabbits said
in great surprise.

“I would like you to be
our interpreter. In exchange, you’ll get free gifts. The horse is
just the first of many.”

The prospect of a flood of wealth
dazzled Chases Rabbits to such an extent that he nearly missed what
Geist said next.

“The rest of your people
will get special treatment, too. We’ll give you discounts on the
trade goods that we won’t give others.”

“Discounts?”

“A blanket that might cost
someone from another tribe four buffalo robes will only cost your
tribe three. That sort of thing.”

“It be nice of
you.”

Geist reached over and
patted Chases Rabbits on the arm. “Like I said, we want to be
special friends with the Crows.”

“Why us?” Chases Rabbits
thought to ask. “There be many tribes. The Shoshones, the Arapahos,
the Nez Percé—” He would have gone on, but Geist had an
answer.

“The Shoshones already
have a special white friend in Nate King. As for the others,
they’re too far away. You Crows are the closest.”

Long Hair impatiently asked what the
white man was talking about.

Chases Rabbits explained.
He made it a point to end with “They want me to talk for them in
council because I speak the white tongue so well.”

The burly warrior on Long
Hair’s right raised his head. “This is a good thing for the
Apsaalooke,” he said, using their name for themselves. “The
Shoshones have done well by their friendship with Grizzly Killer.
Why should we not benefit by having this white man for our
friend?”

Another warrior spoke. “Think of what
it will mean. More horses. More guns. More knives.”

“More pots for the women,”
a warrior at the end said, and they all grinned.

“It is a good thing,” Long
Hair agreed, and turned to Chases Rabbit. “Tell the white man we
accept. Thank him for me for the horses. Say that from this day on,
we will regard him and the other whites at
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