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Chapter 1

​


The tall, raw boned man knelt on the trail, looking at
the small tracks in front of him. He had seen these tracks before,
but this time they were not following where he was going...they
were following where he came from.

He had seen the
same track for the last three days, but it was always following
behind him partly covering his track. This time it was not good, he
didn't like it when people knew where he lived. He studied the
small tracks closer and assumed they were made by a boy...or maybe
a woman.

He shook his
head...what would a woman be doing up here alone? It was a moccasin
track, but that didn't necessarily mean it was an Indian. Most
white folks who spend much time in the mountains end up wearing
moccasins after they wear out their boots.

He had met with
the Mountain Crow band that lived in the area shortly after he came
to the mountains and he was on passable terms with them, but he
could never be certain of them being friendly all the time.

He felt certain
that they knew where he lived and had probably watched his comings
and goings, but he had never seen any tracks or signs of them
before. He could understand a boy being curious and practicing his
tracking skills but a woman...what would she be doing here?

As he sat on a
rock mulling over the question he saw a movement out of the corner
of his eye. He had learned that if he was going to stay alive in
the mountains, he had to always be watchful, so he sat perfectly
still and looked across to a ledge where he thought he saw the
movement.

After a minute
or two...there it was again. It was just a fleeting vision between
the rocks but he kept his position and turned his eyes slightly to
the side, knowing that sometimes his side vision picked up movement
better than staring directly at it.

This time he
was right, he saw the flash of movement again, and looked directly
at the area. Now he knew what it was, and that it didn't pose a
threat, so he took a small telescope out of his bag and aimed it at
the rocks and quietly whispered to himself.

"So there you
are, out hunting food today."

He watched as
the big cougar stood on the rock ledge and looked at him, they
shared the moment, and then he slinked away behind the rocks.

It was near
this spot the he had killed that cat's mother. Shortly after he
settled in his valley he spotted a cougar on the ledge near where
this one just disappeared. Cougars were seldom caught in the open,
and were virtually impossible to stalk, but he was sitting still
when she showed herself at the wrong time, so he took the shot and
she went down.

When he worked
his way over to the fallen cat, he heard a noise...he listened
carefully until he heard it again, and then he tracked it down.
There, in a small crevasse between two big rocks, were two young
cougar kittens. Now he understood why the cat had been so careless,
she probably knew he was there, but had to return to her young.

He carefully
picked the kittens up and placed them in his bag, not realizing at
the time what he was taking on. He took them home and fed them
water and honey and small bits of meat to keep them alive...and
they both lived.

Now they were
full grown, and one of them was watching him from across the chasm,
he knew when he returned home they would be waiting by the door as
they always were. At first he kept them in the cabin with him, but
they soon grew too big and demanding for even him to handle.

Playing with
them when they were little was fun and entertaining, but now it was
a handful wrestling with two full grown cougars. He had to put bars
on his window and strengthened the door to keep them out until they
learned to use the shelter he built them at the front of the
cabin.

They had been a
chore that required him to hunt everyday just to feed them until
they were full grown, but eventually he cut back on their food and
they began hunting for themselves. Still every night he could count
on them being back at his front door wanting him to come out and
play.

He turned back
again to take another look at the puzzling tracks on the trail, and
his mind began racing again. He knew that it was almost impossible
to live in the Crow country without being watched, but he had
learned a lot from his friend John Johnson who had lived alongside
the Crow for years.

He had come to
the mountains to be alone and not have to deal with the troubles he
left behind, and now as he sat beside the trail watching the sleek
cat, his mind drifted back to what had brought him here.

He would never
forget the day his mother sat him down and told him that his father
would not be coming home from the war. He was only ten at the time
and idolized his father. His father was a good man and a farmer
living on a small but productive farm in the eastern part of
Nebraska, and he and his mother did their part to make the farm
successful.

Joseph O'Neil
was a good and kind father and had only enlisted in the army the
year before. Ryan didn't understand about war, but he did
understand he would never be seeing his father again.

It left him,
and his mother Sarah, on their own at a time when things were hard
for a single woman with a ten year old boy. They tried to keep the
farm up but it was too much for them so his mother took what she
could for the farm, and they went to stay with his mother's sister
for a while...until his mother met another man.

He remembered
how happy she was when she met Wesley Colson and started to feel
like a woman again, now that a man was paying attention to her. She
was learning how hard life was for a woman alone with a young boy,
and he seemed like a good man, so they were married. She and Ryan
moved to the Colson farm in western Nebraska with Wesley and his
four boys, and it was only after they were married that Sarah and
Ryan found out what kind of people he and his boys were.

Colson was a
stern and demanding man who took everything out on her or Ryan, it
seemed that his four boys could do no wrong, and they treated Sarah
and Ryan as bad as their father did. Ryan endured it for the sake
of his mother and he didn't realize it, but she was enduring it for
his sake.

The boys
continually picked on him and he learned that it was better for him
and his mother if he just took it, so when they hit him he just
fell down and didn't try to fight back...they thought he was a
weakling and a coward, but he was neither.

He was strong
from the work he was doing and he was secretly taking boxing
lessons with a neighbor. Wilhem Gruber was a couple years older
that Ryan and he was a big tough boy who learned that to earn his
place in life, he had to learn to defend himself.

Ryan was
friendly with his sister Johanna and convinced Wilhem to teach him
how to box, because he knew someday he would get the opportunity to
pay them back for all the beatings he took, so he practised hard
and relentlessly.

He remembered
the look of surprise in Wesley Colson eyes as he pushed the knife
deep into his chest. Their eyes held and as he fell backwards and
hit the floor, Ryan found himself staring into another set of eyes,
they were the eyes of Wesley's youngest boy Willy, who was sitting
on a chair at the table.

Stare was all
he did. Willy was the only one of the boys that didn't pick on
Ryan, they were the same age, but he was a little slow witted and
hadn't picked up the bullying habit from his father or the boys.
Ryan had always figured that the reason the others never picked on
Willy was that he never reacted to their jibes and jokes...it was
no fun teasing someone who didn't react.

He tried to
take a lesson from Willy, and not react to the constant badgering
the boys did to him, but it was not working the same. He knew when
the boys came home and found their father dead, they would blame
him.

He went through
the house and gathered some of his belonging and put them in a
sack, then he found Wesley's gun and holster and strapped it on,
and went to the place where his mother had told him she was
secretly hiding what little money she could save.

She had decided
when she had enough saved to take Ryan and run away from there,
anywhere and any life would be better than this and he was eagerly
awaiting that day. Now he knew it would never happen for her, but
he knew she would understand his need to run now, leaving her body
still laying on the floor.

He was not
going to be around when the boys came home because he feared for
his life, he knew they would not hesitate in killing him for what
he did...even though it was self defence.

He saddled a
horse and rode to the farm where Johanna and Wilhem Gruber lived.
Although she was a girl, Johanna was his only real friend, at
fifteen she would have liked to be more than a friend, but Ryan
heeded his mother's wishes when she told him he was too young to
get involved like that.

He didn't tell
her what had just happened, only that he wanted a place to hide for
now and that he was leaving the country. She knew how badly he was
treated by Colson and his boys, so she didn't blame him. She put
him and his horse in the barn and told him she would bring some
supper...but before that could happen some riders showed up in the
yard and spoke with her.

He watched
while they talked with her, he recognised two of the Colson boys,
David and Homer and they were with another man who he didn't
know...and then she pointed toward the barn and he knew he was
trapped.

He had the gun,
but didn't want to kill anyone else, so he decided to try and tell
them what happened in the hope that he could get them to
understand. He took the gun off and turned to his horse who was
still saddled, and hung it over the saddle horn. As they rode up to
the barn, the man with them had his gun drawn, so Ryan stepped out
of the barn to meet them.

The boys jumped
off their horses and made a run for him...this time he was not
going to take a beating without fighting back. David reached him
first and took a haymaker swing that Ryan easily ducked, and coming
up he landed a left into David's stomach. As he doubled over his
right landed fully on his jaw driving him to the ground on his
back.

Homer landed a
punch on the back of his neck and he swung around before he could
regain his footing and dropped him with a vicious right. David was
on his feet again and helped Homer up, now they were cautious, they
had never seen this side of Ryan. They circled around him punching
and kicking when they had a chance.

He held his own
until David hit him across the back with a shovel that had been
leaning against the barn. As he hit the ground they both started
kicking, until suddenly the stranger fired his pistol in the air,
and both the boys stopped and stepped back.

He had sat on
his horse with his gun drawn and watched as long as it was a fair
fight...as fair as two against one could be. Now he dismounted,
cuffed Ryan's hands behind him and lifted him to his feet. The two
boys started to come forward again but the man drew his gun to let
them know that the fight was over.

"You boys get
on your horses and head for home and tend to burying your folks,
I'll take it from here."

They started to
object, but the man clicked the hammer back on his pistol to show
them that he meant what he said. They turned to their horses,
grumbling all the way, and after they mounted David turned to the
man.

"You might as
well let us have him to hang 'cause when we get our family all
together we'll be comin' for him...and there's a passel of Colson's
in Sheridan County."

The man didn't
move or speak, as the boys rode off. Then he went into the barn and
got Ryan's horse, and after taking the gun off the saddle horn, he
helped him mount, and they headed out. When they were far enough
away from the Gruber farm the man pulled up. He slowly rolled a
smoke and Ryan could tell he was deep in thought. He lit the smoke
and turned to Ryan.

"My name is
Middleton, they call me Doc, and this is your lucky day kid."

Ryan just
looked at him, he didn't feel so lucky sitting on a horse with his
hands cuffed behind him, being taken to jail for one crime he
didn't commit and another one he was justified in committing, so he
just sat there without speaking.

"While those
two were running around the farm like chickens with their heads cut
off, I spoke to the other boy Willy. He is somewhat of a half wit,
but he told me that his father killed your mother, I couldn't get
much more out of him but I'm willing to listen to your story."

Now Ryan perked
up and blurted out his story.

"When I came in
my mother was dead and he came at me with a frying pan and
then..."

Doc held up is
hand.

"Slow down boy,
I could see what happened even without the half wit telling me, I
just wanted to hear it from you. The same thing happened to me when
I was fourteen. I was stealing a horse, but I didn't deserve to be
killed for it. The man came at me with an axe and I stabbed him in
the gut with a pitchfork. It was self defence, but I still went to
prison for murder."

Ryan listened
to him tell his story while he smoked his cigarette. He was
sentenced to life in prison in Huntsville, Texas but he escaped and
changed his name. He proudly told Ryan that he continued his horse
stealing career and here he was now riding for the law.

He reached
around and un-cuffed Ryan's hands.

"What they said
is true lad, this county is swarming with Colsons and the only hope
you have is to light a shuck out of here."

He hung the
pistol back on the saddle horn, slapped the horse on the rear and
as it raced away he yelled.

"Luck to you
boy, but keep riding and don't ever come back!"

Ryan's horse
bolted away carrying him into the coming darkness. That's what life
was going to be like for him now...darkness.
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He rode until he came to some woods where he spent his
first night on the run. He was only eighteen but was a mature
eighteen, both in body and in mind. Like all young men in the west
he had grown up fast and was doing the work of a man from the time
he was thirteen.

He had dreamed
about getting away from the Colsons, but the thought of leaving his
mother alone with them kept him on. He knew she was unhappy and was
saving up money for the both of them to leave, and he just couldn't
bring himself to leave without her. Now he was doing just that, but
not in the way she planned.

He knew he must
use all his wits and every bit of his knowledge to escape the
vengeance of the Colsons...and that it must begin now.

The following
morning he mounted up early and began his escape plan...it really
wasn't much of a plan, all he had to do was to outrun the Colson
boys...because he knew they would be coming. They were a clannish
people and there were lots of them in Sheridan County.

Wesley Colson
had four brothers who all had sons and they were all just as mean
as he was. Ryan had seen that firsthand at one of the family
gatherings where they all treated their women the same and they all
liked to fight, sometimes among themselves but mostly with people
outside the family.

He knew it
would not take long for all of them to be combing the country for
him so he started covering his trail. He rode in streams, when they
were available, to hide his tracks, and switched his direction
several times a day staying under cover as much as possible.

Nebraska was
mighty flat with stands of trees few and far between and he held to
them when he could until he found a hiding spot that offered good
cover that was close to water. He knew that staying put would not
leave any tracks for the Colsons to follow, but the meager supplies
that he taken in his saddlebag would soon be gone and he would have
to get more.

He could steal
from the farms that dotted the countryside, or he could chance
going to a town and buying supplies with his mother's money. He was
not a thief, and he would not let the threat of capture, and
perhaps even being killed make him become one. It would be risky
going to a town, because he was sure by now his name and
description had spread all through Sheridan County by the Colson
clan who dominated the whole county.

He had heard
about the Bordeaux Trading Post, further to the west, that had
serviced the fur traders that roamed the mountains trapping for
years. The fur trade had dwindled, but he knew the trading post was
still there, so he saddled up and headed west. He had to travel
carefully because this country was not only dangerous because of
the Colsons, there was still hostilities with the Sioux, who were
slowly being driven north as their land was being settled by the
influx of immigrants looking for a new life.

He rode with
caution, staying off the roads that weaved through the country, and
instead rode in the few sparse woods he could find until he finally
came to a bluff overlooking a building beside a small stream. He
sat and watched as a man in a wagon pulled away, and headed down
the road...he waited a little longer until the wagon disappeared
over the hill, wanting as few people there as possible when he rode
in.

Now he rode
slowly down the hill and tied up to the hitching post, and after
another careful look around, he went into the post. It didn't look
much
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