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The Scalp Hunters

 


What does it take to be a member of mountain man Nate
Kings’ family? You never give up; you never are helpless; you don’t
desert your friends which all adds up to you’ll do
whatever is needed in order to stop an
enemy.

Evelyn King, Dega and his
Nansusequa family are on a buffalo hunt but it suddenly becomes a
deadly game of cat and mouse as a gang of ruthless scalp hunters
scouring the country decide that the next scalps they want is
theirs. But the scalpers will find out to their cost that even the
youngest of the King family can live up to their code.

 


The Tears of God

 


When Evelyn King and a
family of Nansusequas Indians fail to return from a buffalo hunt,
mountain man Nate King and his companion Shakespeare McNair set out
to find them. Soon they begin to hear worrying tales of a band of
white scalp hunters who have been killing and scalping every Indian
they come across. But Evelyn and the Nansusequas turn up safe and
sound after being rescued by freight owner Jeremiah Blunt. Nate is
now in the man’s debt – one that can be paid off easily if King
would agree to protect the freight train, and deliver the goods to
a colony of Shakers living in the Valley of Skulls. Sounds easy
enough – except that a band of Pawnees are on the warpath on a
personal vendetta. Nate King will need all his skills to keep
everyone – including himself – alive!
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THE SCALP HUNTERS


 


Dedicated to Judy, Joshua
and Shane.

And to Beatrice Bean, with
the most loving regard.


Chapter One

 


The four were young and eager for
excitement. They liked to explore and roam where whim took them.
Only one had counted coup. That didn’t matter since they were
careful to avoid their many enemies.

Short Bull in particular was tired of the
same old haunts, the same old hunting grounds. He wanted to set
eyes on country he had never seen before. So on the tenth night of
their wandering, as he and his friends were hunkered around a
crackling fire, he announced, “I am not ready to go back to our
village. I want to see more of the prairie.”

Plenty Elk grunted. “What is there to see
but grass and more grass?”

Across the fire from them Wolf’s Tooth said,
“Were it up to you, we would not ride out of sight of our
lodges.”

Right Hand laughed. He had the best
disposition. His mother liked to say that when he was born the sun
lit his eyes and had burned bright ever since. “We have already
come farther than any of our people have ever come. What is another
five or six sleeps?”

They were young and they
were Arapaho. The Sariet-tethka,
some tribes called them; the Dog Eaters.
The Arapaho liked dog meat. To them it was
delicious. To the other tribes it was the same as eating one’s
grandmother.

All four wore finely crafted buckskins and
moccasins that each bore the personal stamp of the wearer. Right
Hand’s moccasins were white, to represent snow, with large blue
triangles, the symbol for lakes. Wolf’s Tooth’s were mostly brown
but had red squares that stood for buffalo guts. Plenty Elk’s
moccasins were brown, too, but with green rectangles to betoken the
breath of life. Short Bull’s had red markings that symbolized red
crayfish.

Only Short Bull had an eagle feather in his
hair. He was the one who had counted coup. “So we are agreed? We
continue east?”

“I am for it,” Right Hand
said.

“And I,” Wolf’s Tooth
declared.

Plenty Elk poked the fire with a stick and
sparks rose into the air. “You are my friends. I will go where you
go. But I am not as fond of grass as the rest of you. I am against
this.”

Right Hand grinned at the others, then said
casually, “I have heard you are fond of antelope.”

“Especially Small
Antelope,” Wolf’s Tooth said, “even though she has two legs and not
four.”

Plenty Elk waited for their mirth to end
before saying, “You envy me because she is as beautiful as a
sunrise.”

“Now she is,” Wolf’s Tooth
agreed. “Have you seen her mother? That is how she will look in
fifty winters.”

“I would not shed tears if
the Utes took your hair,” Plenty Elk parried.

They were young, and they were best friends.
Ever since they could remember they did everything together. They
learned to ride together, to hunt together, to shoot bows together.
Short Bull’s father was a member of the Spear Society, warriors who
vowed never to retreat in battle and taught them to throw a
lance.

They had been to many places together. Up
into the mountains where the snow stayed on the highest peaks even
in the heat of summer. To the Black Hills, the sacred territory of
the fierce Lakotas. To the geyser country with the longtime ally of
the Arapahos, the Cheyenne.

But the four had never been this far out on
the prairie.

It was the Thunder Moon, and the prairie
teemed with life. Elk hid in the thick timber that fringed the
streams. Deer could be flushed from the cottonwoods. Raccoons,
possum, fox, coyotes, all called the prairie home. So did the wolf
and the bear and the tawny cats with their sharp claws and fangs.
Prairie dogs popped out of their burrows to whistle in alarm. Hawks
soared on high, perpetually on the hunt. Birds sang and warbled and
chirped. Vultures circled, doing their aerial dance of the
dead.

It was the Thunder Moon, and their world was
bountiful. Although they were far from Arapaho country, they were
far from the country of tribes who might do them harm.

They felt safe traveling farther.

Two mornings later they were wending through
a maze of rolling hillocks and gullies. The scent of the green
grass was strong in their nostrils, the warm breeze strong on their
backs. Puffy white clouds floated in the blue sky.

The four friends came around a bend and
beheld a ribbon of water. They drew rein to let their mounts
drink.

Short Bull was in the lead, as was his
habit, and he was the first to swing down. He stretched, then
froze, his brown eyes fixed on the soft earth at the water’s edge.
From his lips came two words that stiffened the others. “White
men.”

The evidence was plain. Tracks of shod
horses pockmarked the ground. Only white men rode shod horses.
Mixed with the hoofprints were footprints of men in hard-soled
boots. Only white men wore boots.

Wolf’s Tooth was the best tracker. He
squatted and read the sign. “I count nine. They came from the
southeast and went that way.” He pointed to the north. Rising, he
examined a circle of trampled grass. “This is where they camped for
the night. See? That is where a heavy one slept. They broke camp at
sunrise. They cannot be far.”

“They camped here?” Plenty
Elk said skeptically. “Then why was there no fire? White men always
make fires.”

“I only say what their
sign tells me.”

Right Hand was studying a large footprint in
the mud. “This one is twice as deep as the others.” He put his foot
next to the track to demonstrate. “He must be as heavy as my
horse.”

“What are they doing
here?” Short Bull wondered. “They are far from the trails whites
use.”

“Maybe they hunt buffalo,”
Wolf’s Tooth said.

Plenty Elk snorted. “Only white men would
come to hunt buffalo when most of the herds are to the south.”

“White men are strange,”
Short Bull said.

“White men are dangerous,”
Wolf’s Tooth added.

No one disagreed. They had never fought
white men, but they had listened to warriors who did. White men
were hairy and smelly and had bad manners. White men were clumsy
and noisy and made their fires much too big. They also had guns
that could shoot far. Most important of all, in close combat white
men were surprisingly formidable.

Only a few whites had come west of the Muddy
River, but more trickled across the prairie each summer, many bound
for a distant land by the great salt sea. Some stayed. A few lived
on the prairie. A few more lived deep in the mountains. Some
adopted Indian ways.

These nine came from the east, from where
their kind reportedly lived in stone lodges and went about in carts
such as the whites used to bring supplies to the rendezvous in the
days of the beaver hunters.

All this the four friends knew, and
more.

“I say we count coup on
them,” Short Bull proposed.

The others looked at him.

“Wolf’s Tooth says there
are nine,” Plenty Elk reminded him.

“So?”

“They will have guns,”
Right Hand said.

“So?”

“So it does no good to
count coup if you are killed counting it. We want to live to see
our lodges again.”

Short Bull made a noise of mild disgust.
“Are we stupid that we let them see us and shoot us? No. We stalk
them. We wait. When one or two separate from the rest, we strike.
We count coup. We take their horses and their weapons. We return to
our people and they sing of our courage. You get to wear feathers
in your hair as I do.”

“It appeals to me,” Wolf’s
Tooth said.

Plenty Elk didn’t hide his
dislike of the idea. “There are things you do not do if you have
sense. You do not kick a skunk. You do not
poke a sleeping bear with a stick. You do not hunt nine white men
with guns.”

“I will only do it if the
rest of you do,” Right Hand said.

Short Bull stepped to his horse. “Mount and
we will follow them. They cannot be far ahead.”

“Wait,” Plenty Elk said.
“Did you hear my words?”

“I heard the words of an
old woman in the skin of a young man. Do you want to be a warrior,
or would you rather cook and sew?”

“I want to go on
breathing.”

“Who of us does not? You
make of these whites more than they are. They will fall to our
arrows and knives as would an Ute or a Nez Perce.”

“Stay here if you want,”
Wolf’s Tooth said. “We will come get you when we have counted
coup.”

With a sharp gesture of annoyance, Plenty
Elk stepped to his animal. “Where you three go, I go. That is how
it has always been. That is how it will always be.”

“Then stop complaining.”
Short Bull reined up the gully. He rode with his lance at his side.
His grip showed he was ready to throw it at an instant’s
need.

The white men had followed the twists and
turns of the gully for a long way. Finally their trail led up out
of it — only to enter a dry wash and follow its serpentine
windings.

“They do not want to be
seen, these whites,” Wolf’s Tooth said.

“They hide from war
parties,” Right Hand noted.

The four young Arapahos
went around a bend. Ahead was an oval hollow roughly an arrow’s
flight from side to side. They could see that the tracks
crossed and went up and over the far slope. They
kneed their horses and were halfway across when Short Bull’s pinto
pricked its ears and whinnied.

As if that were a signal, figures
materialized on the hollow’s rim. Nine men, all bristling with
weapons, half wearing buckskins and most with beards. Sunlight
glinted off rifle barrels and illuminated tobacco-stained teeth
bared in vicious grins.

The four young warriors drew rein,
startled.

“They were waiting for
us,” Plenty Elk said. “They knew we were following them and lured
us into a trap.”

One of the white men came down into the
bowl. He wore a wide-brimmed black hat. He sauntered toward them
with a casual, insolent air, his rifle in the crook of an elbow. He
was no taller than the Arapahos but he was twice as broad, with
shoulders wider than any man they had ever seen. His beard and hair
were the color of a mountain lion’s hide, and his eyes were as
flint. He stopped, spat a dark juice on the ground, and said a few
strange words.

“We do not speak your
tongue, white man,” Short Bull said.

The man cocked his head, his grin widening.
“You Dog Eaters, yes?”

Their shock was considerable.

Right Hand recovered first and answered.
“Yes. We are Arapaho. You speak our language?”

“I talk your tongue
little,” the white man said. “It many winters since last
talk.”

“How can a white man know
our tongue?”

“Before you born, boy, I
trap beaver. I find Arapaho warrior caught in ice. I help
him.”

“Why are you in Arapaho
country?” Short Bull demanded.

“Your country?” The white
man laughed. “This land no Arapaho. This land no Cheyenne. No
Sioux. No Blackfeet. This land buffalo. This land prairie
dogs.”

“What do you do here?”
Short Bull persisted.

A gleam came into the white man’s flinty
eyes. “We hunt.”

“The big herds have gone
south,” Right Hand said. “Come back in three moons and the plain
will be covered with them.”

“We not hunt buffalo,” the
white man responded. “We hunt hair.”

The four Arapahos looked at one another in
mild confusion.

“Hair?” Plenty Elk
said.

“Hair,” the white man said
again. He opened a pouch and reached inside. Very slowly, chuckling
all the while, he drew his hand out and extended his arm so they
could see what he was holding.

“Scalps!” Plenty Elk
exclaimed.

The white man had a string of half a dozen
on a length of rope. Most were long and all were black and none
left any doubt as to the race of those who lost them.

“Indian scalps,” Wolf’s
Tooth growled.

“This what we hunt. This
how we live.” The white man touched one. “This Otoe.” He plucked at
another. “This Pawnee.” Yet another. “This Cheyenne
woman.”

Short Bull shifted toward his friends. He
said one word, quietly. “Flee.” Then he whipped around, raising his
spear arm as he turned and tensed for the throw.

The boom of the white
man’s rifle was like thunder. At the blast, the lower half of Short
Bull’s face dissolved in a spray of skin and bone and blood,
and he was catapulted off the back of his horse.
He flew head over heels and came down with a thud.

The other three Arapahos scattered.

From the rim, the rest of the white men
opened up. Some were laughing.

Right Hand bent low and
streaked toward the west rim, but he barely brought his sorrel to a
gallop when there was a splat
and one of its eyes was no longer there. He
clutched at the mane as the horse went into a roll. At the last
moment he tried to throw himself clear and something struck his
head a powerful blow that sent him plunging into a black
pit.

Wolf’s Tooth and Plenty Elk wheeled their
animals and raced back the way they came. Hornets buzzed their
ears. Suddenly Wolf’s Tooth’s shoulder burst in a shower of blood.
He swayed and would have fallen if not for Plenty Elk, who reined
in close and leaned over to steady him. Then they were in the gully
and flew like the wind.

Behind them, the white man with the flinty
eyes howled with fury.


Chapter Two

 


Green was the color of life. Green was the
color of the Manitoa in all things. Green was the color most
revered by the Nansusequa. Once, they were a proud and peaceful
people, living deep in the virgin woodland of the East. Now there
were only five Nansusequa left. The rest had been massacred by
outraged whites. It didn’t matter that the whites were to blame for
the outrage; they wanted the land the Nansusequa lived on for
themselves.

One family escaped the slaughter. Their
peace chief, Wakumassee, fled with his wife and son and daughters.
Their flight took them to the Mississippi River and across a
nigh-endless sea of grass. After much hardship, they wound up at
the base of emerald foothills, bumps compared to the snowbound
peaks beyond that reared majestically miles high into the sky.

Fate brought them to a
remote valley where Nate King befriended them and invited them to
stay. Grateful beyond measure, they accepted. Every day Wakumassee
gave thanks for the gift of King’s friendship and for the happiness
of having a place where his loved ones were safe. A haven far
removed from the greed and bigotry that
cost the Nansusequa so dearly.

It was a sobering thought; Waku and his
family were the last of their kind, the last of the People of the
Forest. For untold winters his people had lived in harmony with the
green world around them and thrived. Then along came the white man.
To their kind, the land wasn’t a friend to be nurtured and
cherished; it was property to be owned and used as the whites saw
fit. When Waku first met them, it had taken a while for him to
understand their way of seeing the world. When he finally did, he
had been shocked to his core.

To be fair, not all whites were that way.
Nate King wasn’t. Shakespeare McNair wasn’t. There were others,
whites who regarded the world much as the Nansusequa did, as a
precious gift to be treated with the utmost respect.

Now, drawing rein on the horse Nate King had
given him, Waku gazed out over the vast rolling prairie and
breathed deep of the grass-scented air. The warm sun on his face,
the wind that stirred his long black hair — life was good
again.

“Why have we stopped,
husband?” asked Tihikanima. Her green dress, like his green
buckskins, were symbols of their devotion to Manitoa. “Have you
seen something I haven’t? Is there danger?”

Waku grunted. His wife tended to worry. But
then, it was his opinion, based on many winters of marriage, that
if women didn’t have something to fret about, they made something
up so they could. An opinion he kept to himself. “Be at peace,
woman. All is well.”

“Is it?” asked Tenikawaku,
their oldest daughter, who had seen but seventeen winters. She
bobbed her head at two of their party who
had fallen behind.

Mikikawaku, at twelve the youngest, giggled.
“Our brother spends more time with her than he does with us.”

The brother she referred to was Degamawaku.
At nineteen winters, he was as lithe and tawny as a cougar. He had
the dark hair and dark eyes of the Nansusequa, and at the moment
those eyes were on the white girl who rode beside him.

Evelyn King was close to Tenikawaku’s age.
She wore buckskins and moccasins and had a Hawken rifle cradled in
her left arm and a pair of pistols tucked under a leather belt.
Vitality gleamed in her green eyes, the same vitality that made her
every movement as fluid as the graceful leaps of an antelope. “Look
at me, Dega.”

Degamawaku was puzzled. Why did she tell him
to look at her when he already was? He was trying hard to master
the white tongue, but it was proving as easy as wrestling a
mud-slick snake. “I look.”

“Here I am, wearing
buckskins instead of a dress and traipsing around the prairie with
you and your family. You’d never think to look at me that two years
ago I had it fixed in my head that I was going to move back to the
States.”

“The States?”

“Yes. Remember? That’s
what my people call the land east of what you call the Father of
Rivers. I was bound and determined to be a city girl and spend the
rest of my days in civilized society.”

Dega wasn’t sure what all of that meant. He
seemed to recall that whites called their villages ‘cities.’ What
appalled him was the idea that she wanted to leave the mountains.
“You still want go?”

Evelyn shook her head. “No. I’ve changed my
mind. I’ve decided to stay out here.”

“Why?”

Evelyn glanced away. She
wasn’t about to tell him of the strange feelings that had come over
her lately, feelings the likes of which she never felt, feelings
she only felt
when she was around him or thinking about him.

“Why?” Dega asked again to
show her he was genuinely interested.

Evelyn shrugged. “It’s just one of those
things. We think we know what we want when we don’t. I reckon if we
all knew our own minds as well as we like to think we do, we
wouldn’t make as many mistakes.”

Dega tried to link her words into some
semblance of meaning. As best he could work it out, she was saying
that it was important to think. “True,” he agreed. Given his
limited grasp of her tongue, he had found that simple answers were
best.

Evelyn smiled. “Have you noticed how much
alike we are? Oh, I know you’re red and I’m white, and you’re a guy
and I’m a girl. But deep down we have a lot in common.”

Dega uttered the first thing that popped
into his head. “We both have noses and feet.”

Peals of mirth rippled from Evelyn.
“Goodness gracious, the things you come up with. You’re a hoot,
Dega, and that’s no lie.”

Dega remembered being told once that a
‘hoot’ was the sound an owl made. But since he hadn’t made an owl
sound he must be missing her meaning. “I hoot?”

“It means you make me
smile.”

“That good, yes?” Dega
asked. His people had long believed that making others happy was
one of the reasons they came into the
world. Making Evelyn happy was especially important to
him.

“That’s very good.” Evelyn
glanced away again. She was becoming much too brazen, she told
herself. Never once, by word or deed, had Dega so much as hinted
that he cared for her any more deeply than he cared for his
sisters.

“I be glad you come hunt,”
Dega remarked.

“That’s another thing.
I’ve never been much of a hunter. Oh, I’ve killed for the supper
pot. But I never went on a buffalo hunt with the Shoshones even
though my mother and uncle practically begged me.”

“My father want buffalo
meat.” Dega had been perfectly content to stay in King Valley and
spend every spare moment he could with Evelyn. Then his father took
it into his head to go hunt buffalo.

“Blame Shakespeare McNair.
He went on and on about how exciting it is to bring down a big
buff, and he got your pa all excited.” Evelyn gestured. “Now here
we are.”

So long as she was there, Dega didn’t care
where they were. “Here,” he said happily.

“It makes you wonder,
doesn’t it?”

“What?”

“How life works out
sometimes. We’re walking along minding our own business and life
kicks us in the britches.”

Confusion racked Dega. He remembered that
‘britches’ was a white word for ‘pants,’ and that ‘life’ referred
to being alive, but he couldn’t fathom what being alive had to do
with being kicked in the pants. So he did what he often did when
she confused him; he smiled and repeated what she had just said.
“In the britches.”

Evelyn loved his smile. She had never told
him that, but he had the nicest teeth. Strange that she should
notice. To her best recollection, she’d never paid much attention
to teeth before. “My pa likes to say it’s the Almighty’s way of
keeping us humble.”

“Humble?”

“You know. Meek and mild
and respectful.”

“Respectful?”

“Yes. When you treat
another person the way you’d want them to treat you. Nice.
Friendly. With respect.”

Dega brightened. At last something he
understood. “Respect be good. Nansusequa believe respect all
things.”

“A fine philosophy as far
as it goes. But how do you respect a bear about to eat you? Or a
hostile about to slit your throat?” Evelyn could think of a host of
other instances.

Dega was amazed at how her mind worked. It
was always bouncing around all over the place. “Can respect bear.
Just not let bear eat you.”

Evelyn chuckled. “True enough, I suppose.
But the last thing on my mind when something is trying to fill its
belly with mouthfuls of me is treating it with respect. I’d rather
shoot it.” She caught herself, and shook her head. “Listen to me. I
sound more like my brother every day, don’t I?”

Dega answered as honestly as he knew how.
“Brother sound like man. You sound like woman.”

“I certainly hope so, you
charmer you.”

For the life of him, Dega couldn’t recall
what a charmer was. She was smiling, though, so he figured it must
be a good thing. “Me great charmer.”

More mirth spilled from Evelyn. She liked
his sense of humor almost as much as she liked his teeth. “You
know, I’ve never met anyone I can talk to as freely as I can talk
to you.”

“Talking you much nice,”
Dega said. Inside he cringed at his poor use of the white tongue.
It was so hard to master. His father said it was because the
Nansusequa tongue and the white tongue were so unlike. In the
Nansusequa language, a word had one meaning and one meaning only.
In the white language a word might have five meanings and each was
shaded differently so that it must be used exactly right or it made
no sense. Recently he had begun to despair of ever learning it well
enough to make Evelyn proud.

“I wonder what it is about
you,” Evelyn said. Secretly, she had begun to suspect and the
suspicion troubled her. She told herself she was too young. She
told herself she had no interest in growing attached to someone.
She told herself she was just being silly. Then she would look at
him and something stirred deep down inside, something that never
stirred before. She shook her head in annoyance.

“You all right?” Dega had
found that her face often gave away her moods much better than her
words did.

“I couldn’t be happier.”
The devil of it was, Evelyn truly couldn’t. She liked being with
him more than she liked just about anything. Yet more reason for
her to be troubled.

Evelyn took a few slow breaths to compose
herself and saw that the rest of the family had stopped. She
brought her mare to a halt and wondered why Teni and Miki were
grinning.

Waku said, “We find buffalo soon, you think,
Evelyn King?”

“There’s no predicting,”
Evelyn replied. “At this time of year most are to the south, but
there’s always some that stick around. I’m surprised we haven’t
come across a few by now.” She paused. “There’s no
need to be so formal. Just call me Evelyn. I get
to call you Waku, don’t I?” She liked the custom they had of
allowing those who were near and dear to them to use a short
version of their name. Their full names were a mouthful.

“I hope we find buffalo
soon.” The hunt had been Waku’s idea. His wife had seen a buffalo
robe that belonged to the wife of Zach King and mentioned that she
would like to have a robe of her own one day. He’d taken that as a
hint, and here they were.

A gust of wind against Evelyn’s back
prompted her to swivel in the saddle. To the west, dark clouds
coiled and writhed like so many snakes. A thunderhead was moving
in. It might pass north of them and it might not. She pointed and
said, “We need to find shelter before that hits.”

“You do not like rain?”
Waku asked.

“I like it just fine. It’s
the storm I can do without. I’ve been caught in one or two prairie
storms, and believe you me, it’s like being caught in the end of
the world. The rain falls in buckets, the wind is fit to blow you
over, and then there’s all that lightning.”

Waku thought she exaggerated, but he used
his heels and tugged on the lead rope to the packhorse.

Dega studied the dark clouds. They didn’t
appear particularly ominous, but he had learned to trust Evelyn’s
judgment. If she was worried, they should be worried. In his own
tongue he said, “We would be wise to do as she advises,
Father.”

Motioning at the expanse of green that
stretched to the eastern horizon, Waku said, “Show me where.”

For as far as the eye could see there was
flat, flat and more flat. Not so much as a single tree to the east,
north or south.

Ahead, dirt mounds sprouted out of the
earth.

A prairie dog town, Evelyn
realized, and was about to say they should
give it a wide berth when Waku reined to the right to go around.
She did the same. Out of the corner of her eye she admired Dega’s
handsome profile. He glanced at her, and she quickly averted her
gaze and hoped she wasn’t blushing.

Evelyn couldn’t say exactly when, but a
change had come over her. She was different somehow. She’d asked
her mother about it, and her mother smiled knowingly and said she
was on the cusp of womanhood, and that all women went through it.
Which didn’t make the changes any less disturbing.

A sound filled the air, a rattle like that
of dry seeds in a gourd.

Alarm spiked through Evelyn. She had
forgotten. Prairie dog towns were home to more than prairie dogs.
They were also home to creatures that fed on the prairie dogs.
Creatures like ferrets — and rattlesnakes. Even as she realized
what the sound signified, her mare whinnied and reared. Evelyn
grabbed at the saddle, but she was too slow. She was unhorsed.

The jolt of hitting the ground jarred Evelyn
hard. She heard Dega and the others cry out, and she went to roll
over so she could push to her feet.

The next instant a reptilian head reared,
its mouth spread wide, its fangs bared.


Chapter Three

 


His last name was Venom. Those who knew him
said the name fit his nature like a tight sock, but they never said
it to his face.

Venom had a first name, which he never used.
It was Nadine. If anyone else used it he kicked their teeth in. He
hated it. He hated a lot of things. He hated preachers because they
had their heads in the clouds. He hated kids because they were
sniveling brats. He hated women because they put on airs. He hated
dogs because they were always sniffing the hind ends of others
dogs, and he hated cats because they were always rubbing against
him and he couldn’t abide being touched by anything or anyone
unless it was a woman he paid for.

Venom hated Mexicans. He hated blacks except
when it suited his purpose. He hated Indians, all Indians, with a
fierce hate born of the loss of his father to a barbed shaft when
he was seven. He hated Indians so much that when he drifted down to
Santa Fe after the beaver trade petered out and met a man by the
name of Kirker who offered him a job scalping redskins for money,
he eagerly accepted.

The Mexican government was
paying bounty for Apache scalps. Good
money. A hundred dollars for a warrior’s hair, fifty dollars for
the hair of a female, twenty-five for the hair of what Venom liked
to call ‘Apache gnats.’

Kirker had formed a company of scalpers made
up of men who could hold their own against the most formidable
warriors on the continent. Men without scruples. Men who regarded
killing Indians as exterminating vermin. Men who could take a
squalling Apache infant and bash its brains out on the rocks.

Venom fit right in. He took to his new
profession with a zeal that at first amused and then troubled the
hard men he worked with. One day he went out and slaughtered a
harmless Pima family – father, mother and three small children –
and turned their scalps in for the bounty, claiming their hair
belonged to Chiricahua Apaches.

That angered Kirker. Not because Venom had
done it; Kirker did it, too. Kirker was angry because Venom bragged
about it. The Mexican government turned a blind eye to the
slaughter of innocent Indians so long as it was done quietly.
Kirker didn’t want Venom spoiling a good thing. He told Venom to
scalp-hunt by the rules.

Venom said the rules be damned, he would
kill any redskin he pleased. When Kirker told him that if he
couldn’t follow orders he couldn’t be in Kirker’s company, Venom
formed his own company. Within a year his company was earning more
bounty than Kirker’s, but the more scalps they took, the harder it
became. The merest whisper that Venom and his men were coming, and
every Indian for a hundred miles, hostile and peaceful, melted away
until it was safe to come out again.

It got so that killing
Indians didn’t bring in enough money.
Venom started killing long-haired Mexicans and claiming their
scalps belonged to Indians.

Then Venom heard that the government of
Texas was offering bounty money for Comanche scalps. He figured
that Comanches would be easier to catch and kill than Apaches, so
off to Texas he and his company went. He figured wrong. Soon they
were back to their old tricks of killing friendly Indians and
Mexicans and even a few whites with long black hair.

One evening Venom and his company came on a
lone Mexican rider, a youth in a fine sombrero and expensive
clothes, riding a grand bay. An entire silver mine went to decorate
the youth’s saddle. The youth’s dark hair, unfortunately for the
youth, fell well past his shoulders.

Venom pretended to be friendly. The boy
claimed to be related to the alcade of San Antonio, but Venom
didn’t believe him. In his eyes all Mexicans were born liars.

So Venom pointed into the distance and asked
if that was a buffalo he saw, and when the youth turned to see for
himself, Venom buried his knife between the boy’s shoulder blades.
He helped himself to the scalp — and the grand bay and the fancy
silver saddle, besides.

All went well for a couple of weeks. Then
Venom heard that the law was after him. The boy had been telling
the truth about the alcade, and someone got word to the
authorities.

Texas was suddenly too hot for Venom. He
decided to hell with Texans and took his company east to St. Louis
for a much-deserved debauch. Whiskey, women and cards soon ate up
the last peso in their pokes.

Venom’s company headed west again after more
scalps. Since Venom couldn’t return to Texas, he headed for the
province of New Mexico. He had barely started out when inspiration
struck.

Friendly Pawnees rode up to Venom’s camp and
asked if he had any liquor they could buy or trade for. Venom
smiled and invited them to sit by his fire. He passed around a
flask and while the Pawnees were sipping and smiling, his men
pounced.

Just like that Venom had seven new scalps.
It occurred to him that if he sought Indians out on the way to
Santa Fe, preferably the peaceful ones who rarely fought back, he’d
have a lot of scalps to turn in. In fact, if he did it right, his
packs would practically bulge with bounty.

So far he had twenty-three scalps.

Venom wasn’t happy. He paced back and forth,
his jaw muscles twitching, and glowered at his company. “You call
yourselves scalp hunters? What gall. We had four bucks in our
sights and you let two of them get away.”

A heavyset man named Potter nervously
shifted his weight from one pudgy leg to the other. “They were too
quick for us, boss.”

“Speak for yourself, you
tub of lard,” Venom snapped. “And since when is a man on a horse
faster than a bullet?”

“We hit one,” declared a
tall bundle of whipcord and bone. “That should count for
something.”

“Not when they don’t go
down, Tibbet.” Venom gestured in contempt. “Here I thought I’d
hired the cream of the Injun killers, and all of you are plumb
worthless.”

Of the eight men, five withered under his
glare. Three didn’t.

One was called Logan, and he had been
hinting of late that he would make a better leader than Venom.

The other two were as alike as peas in a
pod, with good reason; they were twins. Both had straw-colored hair
and blue eyes and freckled complexions. The Kyler brothers hailed
from Kentucky. That was all anyone knew about them. That, and they
would kill anyone or anything, anytime, anywhere. Now one of the
twins said in his slow Southern drawl, “My brother and me don’t
much like bein’ insulted, Mr. Venom.”

His sibling bobbed his chin. “That’s right.
We did our part, and there ain’t a coon here who can claim
different.”

“Did I blame you? Either
of you?” Venom retorted. “You’re the best shots in the outfit. If
you had shot at the two who got away, they wouldn’t have got away.
You never miss.”

“Oh, now and then we do,”
said one of the twins.

“Remember that Comanch
that time?” said the other.

Venom snorted. “He was five hundred yards
away. You’d need a damn cannon to hit something that far off.”

“We’ve done it before,”
said the first twin.

“These rifles of ours
ain’t for show nor ballast,” said the other. “But the sun was in
our eyes that day.”

“You don’t need to
convince me.” Venom never antagonized the pair if he could help it.
Secretly he thought they were as dumb as tree stumps, but they were
also quite deadly.

“Do we go after those
two?” asked Rubicon. He was black. Venom tolerated him because
Rubicon was the best tracker Venom ever came across.

“Do buffalo roll in their
own piss? Of course we go after them. But there’s no hurry.” Venom stepped to
where the two dead ones had been laid out. Drawing
his skinning knife, he tested the edge on his
thumb and smiled when a thin red line appeared.

No one objected. They knew he liked to do
the cutting. Even those he didn’t kill he often scalped himself.
Not that he kept the scalps if he didn’t make the kill. He just
liked to lift hair. That, and one other thing he liked.

Squatting next to the Arapaho who had done
most of the talking, Venom inserted the tip a quarter inch from the
hairline and carefully cut a straight line from brow to brow.
“Smell that? This buck used bear fat to slick his hair.”

“A lot of Injuns do,”
Tibbet said.

“Smelliest critters on
God’s green earth,” declared Logan. He spat a wad of tobacco and
picked at his armpit. “If it ain’t buffalo fat, it’s horse piss.
How their women can stand to be near them is a wonder.”

“I had me a squaw once,”
Potter said. “An Otoe, she was. Scrawny little thing, but she kept
herself clean. Well, except for the lice. But I don’t mind lice
much. I’ve got some myself.”

Venom wasn’t paying much attention to their
prattle. He was engrossed in the scalping. He always did it a
certain way. He started at the front and worked clear around,
prying and peeling until he could lift the entire scalp just as
easy as could be. Some scalp hunters did it in a rush and didn’t
bother to take all the hair. Not him. He always took all of it.

There was something else that Venom did.
Something none of the others would do, ever. They were used to him
doing it, but it still gave some of them queasy stomachs to watch,
and they were men who did not get queasy easy.

Venom cut around an ear
and felt the edge of the knife scrape on the skull bone. That only
happened when he pressed too hard. He
eased up slightly, enough that the blade seemed to glide from the
ear to the base of the neck and then around to the other side. As
he cut, he licked his lips in anticipation.

Potter did more fidgeting. “Can I ask you
something, boss?”

“So long as it won’t make
me mad.” Venom didn’t like being distracted while he
cut.

“Why do you do
it?”

“What? Lift scalps? I told
you about my pa, didn’t I? How those damn Creeks did him in? Ever
since, I’ve made it my life’s work to kill as many redskins as I
can before I get planted.”

“No, not that.” Potter
shifted again. “The other thing. Why do you do the other
thing?”

Venom cut around the other ear. He didn’t
pull on the hair, as some did, not yet, anyway. Experience had
taught him that he wasted a lot of blood that way.

“I mean, it’s none of my
business, I know,” Potter babbled on. “But me and some of the
others have wanted to ask for a long time. You’ve never said,
exactly.”

“You should try it,” Venom
said. “Then you’d understand.”

Potter put a hand to his ample middle. “No
sir. Not me. I don’t draw the line at much, but that there is one
line I refuse to cross.”

“You drink water, don’t
you?”

“Only when there’s nothing
stronger.”

“Milk, then? You drink
milk?”

Potter shrugged. “Now and then. I liked it
more when I was a boy. My ma put it on my oatmeal and she’d slice
up peaches and—”

“Do I care what your damn
mother did?” Venom interrupted. “We were talking about drinking.
You’re partial to rye, as I recollect.”

“What’s your
point?”

Glancing up, Venom wagged his knife, causing
scarlet drops to spatter his boot. “My point, jackass, is that you
drink what you like and I drink what I like. There’s your
answer.”

“But it’s not drinking you
do. It’s more like—” Potter scrunched up his face. “It’s more like
sucking.”

“Drink or suck, it’s all
the same.”

“Begging your pardon,
boss, but a drink is when it’s in a bottle or a glass. Not when
it’s skin.”

Logan said, “I’d as soon suck swamp water as
what you do. How’d you ever get started, anyhow?”

“It was back when I was
hunting Apaches, before I formed my own company,” Venom explained.
“Kirker and me and some others were in the desert, tracking
Chiricahuas. Little did we guess at the time but the red bastards
led us out there on purpose, thinking we’d die of thirst. And we
damn near did. We ran out of water and separated to hunt for a tank
or a spring, anything.” He chuckled at the memory. “Do you know
what saved me?”

No one hazarded a guess.

“I’ll tell you. It was a
Chiricahua buck. He’d hid behind a cactus and didn’t think I’d
spotted him, but he made the mistake of blinking. I scalped him and
it started to bleed, and the blood set me to thinking how thirsty I
was, and the next thing I knew, I stuck a finger in my mouth and
sucked the blood off.”

“Injun blood,” said
Calvert. He was typically the quietest of the bunch.

“Wet is wet,” Venom retorted. “Just
the little I sucked made me feel better so I smeared more on my
finger and sucked that off.” He bent over the Arapaho and peeled
off the scalp as he might peel an orange. Then, holding it up for
them to see, he smacked his lips. “I
reckon you know what I did next.”

Potter turned away. “I can’t watch. It makes
me sick to my stomach every single time.”

“You damned weak sister.”
Venom held the scalp in both hands so the blood-soaked skin side
faced him. Then, slowly, methodically, he commenced to suck on the
skin and to swallow with relish.

“You couldn’t pay me to do
that,” Tibbet remarked.

“I’d die of thirst first,”
the man they called Ryson said.

Venom stopped sucking and grinned, his mouth
and chin smeared bright scarlet. “Potter’s not the only weak
sister. But that’s all right. It leaves more of the sauce for
me.”

“The sauce?” Tibbet
repeated.

“The blood, stupid.” Venom
sucked, and beamed, his teeth gleaming bright red. “It’s too bad
they don’t sell blood in bottles. I’d drink that before I’d drink
whiskey.”

“Don’t take this the wrong
way, boss,” Potter said, “but you’re loco.”

Nadine Venom laughed.
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