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God’s Country 2


The  Legend of Carrie Camden




Cabanne’s Trading Post 

The Missouri River

January, 1829







Cabanne's Trading Post was  above the Bellevue post, in a peninsula of land made by the Missouri to the east and the northward curving Platte River. Consisting of several cabins, a few stores, a saloon, and a two story house overlooking the Missouri, Cabanne's  was close to the less than friendly Ree  Indians, and  took more precautionary measures than did Choteau's, which was 150 miles to the east.

“You bastards listen up!” One Ball Anderson yelled. He fired his Hawken into the ceiling. 

“Here he goes,” Beaver Bill Barnes sighed. “He got the Heebie Jeebie and thinks the Almighty put him in charge.”

Cabanne came running out. “Mon Dieu!” he exclaimed. “You fire the gun inside? C’est crazy man.”

“Git yer fake French polecat ass back in the kitchen and make us some vittles,” Anderson yelled. “Somebody open the damn door and let the smoke out.”

“It’s cold out, One Ball,” Crow Killer Carlson said.

“I don’t give a shit it’s cold out, I know it’s cold out. This here is an official mountain man meeting, and I is in charge because I is the oldest. Anybody want to go agin me?” He leveled the monstrous fifty caliber rifle at the ten men in the room and cocked the action.

“Ya didn’t reload, you dumb son of a bitch,” Cootie Head Bilodeau cried in mirth. “Who ya gonna shoot with no charge in yer Hawken?”

“You, you no good trap filchin’ bastard,” Anderson said. “I heard about you, too, and I ain’t fergot.”

“You ain’t remembered, neither,” Bilodeau called out. “You be so damn old you be lucky to remember to pull yer buckskins down when you shit.”

“I pulled ‘em down last night when I diddled your squaw,” Anderson said to the laughs of the other men.

“Hell, everybody done that,” Bilodeau said with a sigh. “Hope ya paid her good, I got a big tab with Cabanne.”

“What’s this here meeting about?” Garrett Carter called out.

“You’ll find out, you big blond son of a bitch,” Anderson cackled. “I got somethin’ real special planned for you, Arkie.”

“Why you got to call me that?” Garrett said.

“Because Arkansas Territory be where you is from. Ain’t no man the Almighty ever hatched was as stupid as an Arkie.”

“I were born in Missouri and have lived in the Rocky Mountains for five years. Weren’t no Arkansas Territory when I were hatched.”

“Don’t make no never mind to me where you was born,” Anderson said. “You still be stupid. Now sit yer ass down and shut yer hole, less you want to stay here all damn night.”

“Somebody go under and leave your miserable ass in charge?” Reverend Ron Vroom called out. “We are free trappers. We don’t got to do nothing you say, you old bastard.”

“You’ll do it or know the reason why,” Anderson said. He put his Hawken by the fireplace. “We got business to attend to, according to the code. Who wants to stand agin the code?” Nobody said anything. “Didn’t think so. Now let’s get to it, so we kin eat and get drunk.”

“Then get to it, so’s we don’t have to listen to your horse shit all night,” Vroom called out.

“You be careful, Sonny,” Anderson said. “You be suckin’ hind tit hereabouts. Everybody knows why you ain’t no pastor no more in the east. You come here to get away from the Constables fer what you done to that young gal.”

“She asked for it,” Vroom declared. “Stickin’ her big titties in my face like she done.”

“She were twelve,” Anderson said.

“Still had them big titties,” Vroom grinned. “Get to it, old man.”

“All right, here is the way it be. We got six kids here whose stupid ass parents got killed by the Crow and the Blackfeet tryin’ to git to California. Why anybody would want to go to California I cannot understand, but that don’t matter none. We got these kids, and the code says we got to take care of ‘em. Six of you is gonna take one of them kids home with ya. ‘Cept for you, preacher,” Anderson grinned at Vroom. “Nobody is gonna trust you with no kid.”

“We got to take kids?” Wild Bill Reynolds exclaimed. “What the hell is a mountain man supposed to do with a kid?”

“Raise ‘em up to be as stupid as you are,” Anderson said. “Feed ‘em, give ‘em a place to live. Teach ‘em how to be a mountain man. Or gal,” he shrugged.

“Gal?” Garrett exclaimed. “You got a mind to stick us with girls? The hell you say.”

“I do, and you is gonna git one of ‘em. Special made, just for you, Arkie,” Anderson cackled. “Wait until she gets hold of your ass. She be a heller.”

“I ain’t gonna do it,” Garrett said. “And you can’t make me.”

“I kin make you do anything I want,” Anderson said. “You is a mountain man, and you either live by the code or you git the hell out of my mountains. You hear me, boy?”

“How old this gal be?”

“Eleven,” Anderson cackled. “And she be meaner than a rattlesnake  and twice as ornery as a she-devil cooger what sat in a bed of coals. She’s gonna straighten your dumb ass out, Arkie. She got lots of schooling. What you got?”

“I got schooling,” Garrett said. 

“It ain’t took,” Anderson guffawed. “This gal kin teach you yer ABC’s, and how to cipher.”

“I kin cipher,” Garrett grinned. “One rifle ball plus one old bastard equals one dead old bastard.”

“You try it, boy,” Anderson nodded. “I had better than you fer Sunday dinner. You’ll take this kid, and be glad you done it. Otherwise, you answer to me.”

“Ain’t nobody got to answer to you except Moses, because you be older than him,” Garrett laughed.

“I’m as old as I am because I know my way,” Anderson said. “The Almighty put me here, and he’ll take me when it’s my time. Until then, you toe the mark, boy, or know the reason why. Nobody kin kill One Ball Anderson except One Ball Anderson. Any takers?” he roared, pulling two Manton pistols from his belt.

“Stop shootin’ the place up,” Garrett sighed. “We’ll take the damn kids.”

“I figgered you’d see it my way,” Anderson grinned. “Let’s get drunk.”



Cabanne’s Trading Post 

The Missouri River

January, 1829



“Who the hell are you?” Carrie Camden exclaimed  when she saw all six feet seven inches of Garrett Carter standing in front of her.

“I’m your new Daddy,” Garrett grinned. Carrie slammed the door in his face. “Open up,” Garrett said, knocking on the door. 

“Get lost, asshole!” Carrie yelled.

“You got a bad mouth, girl,” Garrett said. “You got to come live with me.”

“You’re crazy,” Carrie said, opening the door a crack. “I never saw you before. I am not living with you.”

“I am Garrett Carter, mountain man. We got a code hereabouts that says we got to take care of them what got left behind.”

“Them what got left behind?” Carrie giggled. “Where are you from?”

“Missouri,” Garrett said, looking away.

“Yeah, sure. You’re an Arkie, ain’t  you. I kin tell,” Carrie drawled in a deep voice.

“You got no call to insult me, girl,” Garrett said. “I am going to take care of you.”

“I’m doing fine right where I am.”

“Who’s paying for your keep? You be on charity. The rules say the mountain men got to take you in and take care of you.”

“I bet,” Carrie said. “You want to bend me over the fence, big boy?”

“You got a dirty mouth, kid,” Garrett laughed. “Ain’t nobody gonna do that to you.”

“That’s for sure,” Carrie nodded. “I got a knife.”

“Well, you keep it. We got to get going so we can get to my cabin. There be a storm coming in. Pack up.”

“Why should I trust you?” Carrie said.

“Damned if I know,” Garrett said. “Just pack up. It be a long ride.”

The Cabin of Garrett Carter

The Great Rocky Mountains

January, 1829

––––––––

Garrett’s cabin was located about ten miles west of the Wind River Range. It was located at the beginning of a long, downward sloping meadow of about forty acres which sat at the edge of a small river. The view was breathtaking in all directions; the imposing mountains to the east, the long, open rolling meadow facing south, and the endless panorama of the western Rockies were all devastating in their beauty. 

“Here we be,” Garrett yelled over the fury of the arctic wind. “Ain’t she a beauty?”

“You’re out of your mind, Arkie,” Carrie yelled from under her pile of blankets. “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you.”

“You’ll live,” Garrett laughed. “Get your dumb ass inside and start a fire.” Garrett’s dog Jack pawed at Carrie and yapped at her.

“You do it. I never started a fire in my life.”

“You best learn,” Garrett said as they stopped. “I got to put the horses away. You put wood in the stove, put some oil on it, and light it. There be flint and steel on the stove. Just scratch one with the other and she’ll light off. I’ll be in shortly. Git to it, the weather ain’t gonna hold. I got to go make meat.” He came in ten minutes later; a fire was roaring in the stove. “Good job,” he said. “Make another one in the fireplace. I got to go hunt. Be right back.”

“What if you don’t come back?” Carrie said, a worried look on her face.

“I’ll be back,” Garrett nodded. “See yonder water pipe? Fill some pans and put ‘em on the stove to boil. All you kin find.”

“Dang,” Carrie drawled. “I reckon I got to live on hot water.”

“Go downstairs and raid them tin cans. Git you some beans, flour, dried mushrooms, salt meat, Pemmican, and cherry mash. Put ‘em in a pan of water half full and start ‘em to cook. Put the flour in to thicken it up. Then take some flour and salt, and make a dough. When I come back you kin add some fat and we’ll have biscuits. You’ll learn,” he nodded. “Ain’t no gift the Almighty ever gave anybody better than a full stomach. ‘Cept maybe a jug of mountain rum.”

“Go,” Carrie said, waving him off. “I’ll find this stuff and start some food. I can cook. I can do anything.”

“I reckon you can,” Garrett said as he picked up his Hawken.

“You all reckon right, Arkie,” Carrie drawled. “Now git.”

“This is delicious,” Carrie said as she ate her coal fired venison steak and mountain man stew with biscuits and gravy. She slipped Jack a big piece of steak, trying to hide the move.

“No need to sneak him food,” Garrett said. “He be your dog. He eats when we eat. All he wants.”

“Where does he shit?” Carrie said. “It’s so cold out there he’d die if he went outside.”

“He’ll shit in your bed,” Garrett grinned. “Right on yer pillow. That’s where he wants to sleep at night, right next to you.”

“No!” Carrie yelled. “That’s awful.”

“You believe everything I say, don’t you,” Garrett said. “You got to learn. We like to have fun. Ain’t nothin’ much else to do in the winter. Put on a pot of coffee.” Garrett lit his pipe, took out a jug of rum, and filled a tin cup.

“Great,” Carrie sighed as she filled the coffee pot. “I get to sit here and watch you smoke your pipe and get shit faced.”

“You kin go sleep outside in the wagon if watchin’ me drink bothers you so much.”

“Not a chance, Arkie,” Carrie said as she added a little salt to the coffee basket. “Maybe I’ll have me some of that there rum,” she drawled.

“You drink this and you’ll sleep real good,” he grinned. “Maybe I ought to give you some. That way I don’t got to listen to you run yer big mouth.”

“You don’t care about me,” Carrie said. “You don’t. It’s just some stupid rule you have, now I’m stuck in Hell with snow.”

“You ain’t exactly the most likeable kid I ever seen.”

“You ever have any kids?”

“Nope.”

“Did your parents?” she giggled.

“Just me.”

“Where are your folks?”

“My Ma died when I were a young ‘un. Some kind of fever. My old man brung me west five years ago. I reckon he be here someplace,” Garrett sighed. “He’s a mountain man, too.”

“What do you people see in this place? There is nothing here.”

“That’s why we like it. It be peaceful, ‘cept for when the Injuns come for ya,” he grinned.

“Wonderful,” Carrie said as she poured coffee. “Just what I need. On top of all the other bullshit I have to put up with, I have to worry about being scalped by crazed Indians.”

“Oh, they’ll kill ya first,” Garrett said. “You won’t feel a thing when they lift your topknot.”

Carrie sipped her coffee and gave Garrett the thumbs up. “Thanks, that makes me feel better. Give me a taste of that shit you’re drinking.”

“Kids ain’t supposed to drink.”

“Too bad. They aren’t supposed to be stuck in the wilderness, either. You might as well give me some, I’ll just steal it after you pass out.”

Garrett gave her a little of the strong rum in a cup. She tasted it and turned bright red. “Damn,” she coughed. “That’s some mean shit. What is it?”

“Rum. Comes from Spain, then we add some elderberries and sugar, and let it work. Makes it stronger.”

“I guess the fuck it does,” Carrie gasped. “Shit will curl your hair.”

“Where you learn all them cuss words?”

“New York. That’s where I’m from. Another good place to stay away from. That’s why we were headed for California.”

“Your Pa had work out there?”

“Who knows,” she sighed. “He was always into some crooked shit. They weren’t my real parents, you know. Mine died of the Yellow Fever. These two adopted me out of an orphanage two years ago.”

“Oh,” Garrett said. “Maybe that’s why you be so cantankerous.”

“Could be,” Carrie said. “Getting stuck out here in this loony bin didn’t help.”

“You fancy goin’ back to New York? I kallate I could find it if I was of a mind to.”

“No,” Carrie said. “I hate the place. And what the hell is kallate?”

“Like reckon, or I think. We got our own way of talkin’ hereabouts.”

“So I see. Is it contagious?”

“It’ll rub off on ya some,” he shrugged. 

“God, I hope not,” Carrie sighed. “I feel myself getting stupider by the minute as it is.”

“Ya get stupid enough and ya won’t know it after a while,” Garrett grinned. “Where the hell did you get so damn smart, anyway?”

“I read a lot. Orphanages aren’t nice places. You either stay in your room or you get the shit beat out of you by the other kids. I can fight pretty good, but I’d rather avoid it. I did throw one kid down a flight of stairs, though,” she mused. “He never walked again. They sort of left me alone after that.”

“Where be that knife you got?”

Carrie reached into her dress and pulled out a small dagger. Garrett took it and looked it over. He threw it at the door; it bounced off and clattered to the floor.

“Remind me never to have you defend me in a fight, Arkie,” she laughed.

“That knife ain’t worth a shit,” Garrett said. He reached over to a cabinet and took out a brand new hunting knife with a razor sharp fourteen inch blade. “Now that’s a knife,” he grinned. “Feller name of Jim Black started foolin’ about with knives a few years back. He be a blacksmith, and I knowed him before we lit out for the west. He gave me some of these. Now he got to make a shit pot of ‘em because everybody here wants one.”

“That’s awesome,” Carrie said, staring at the huge gleaming blade.

He slid the knife across the table, along with a leather sheath. “Here, you take it. I got more. Anybody messes with you, pull that bad boy out and like as not they’ll run. If they don’t, you stick ‘em good. Don’t let nobody take that blade away from you. I’ll teach ya how to use it when the weather clears up.”

“I get a gun, too?” she giggled.

“Later. I got to  teach ya how to shoot first.”

“I can’t shoot that damn cannon,” she laughed, pointing at Garrett’s Hawken fifty.

“I got a thirty caliber here someplace,” he said. “You kin learn on that. This ‘un is for huntin’ and killin’ Injuns at 500 yards.”

“You don’t like the Indians, do you.”

“I got no problem with the red critter. Some of ‘em be right friendly. The rest look to kill anything white. Like them damn fool settlers comin’ through here. Injun sees a wagon, he loses his mind. They figger all the white people are coming here to take their land away from ‘em.”

“Who’d want it,” Carrie laughed.

“They don’t understand the settlers just be passin’ through. Like you tried to do.” 

“What about you men? Do they bother you?”

“Some do, some know better. Hawken be very persuasive. What’s all them books you made me drag out here?”

“Law books. I want to be a lawyer some day.”

“You be shit out of luck with that one. Ain’t no courts out here.”

“I don’t intend to stay here forever, you know. I’ll have to go to law school so I can get a law license. Probably aren’t any schools out here, either, is there.”

“Nope. Have to go back east for that, at least as far as St. Louis. Ain’t no law schools in the Rocky Mountains. We make our own laws.”

“I can imagine. What do you do when somebody steps out of line?”

“Depends on what he done. Either you get your ass beat or you get shot. Ain’t much in between, although mountain men don’t usually do bad stuff to each other. Outsiders be the problem, mostly at the posts. You think you be cantankerous? Don’t screw around with One Ball Anderson. Gambler tried to rob his poke at Cabanne’s one time. One Ball burned him at the stake.”

“Cute. I saw him at the post before we left. And please don’t tell me why they call him that.”

“Pawnee shot the other one off,” Garrett shrugged. “Damn fine shootin’ for a Injun.”

“Where do you buy supplies out here? This is really far from anything.”

“We got Pierre Choteau the crook,” he grinned. “South of here a few days is Bill Bretton.”

“Choteau the crook? Why do you call him that?”

“Because he got prices that no man ever seen before. I seen him charge a trapper ten dollars for a pound of coffee.”

“Why so much?”

“Because he got it and you don’t. His brother ain’t much better. He got him a post back near where we come out of. Always cryin’ about this and that, how somebody got killed and didn’t pay his bill. Now he don’t give credit no more. Cheap son of a bitch got the first nickel he ever made, I wager.”

“Maybe somebody should give him some competition,” Carrie grinned.

“Tough business to be in,” Garrett said. “Hard part is gettin’ the stuff past the Injuns. You got to barge all the way out of St. Loo all the way to the Great Falls, then hope there ain’t any war parties about. Only thing an Injun likes to see more than a wagon full of white people is a wagon full of Hawken rifles, tobacco, and rum.”

“They ever take one?”

“One time that I know of. Piegan name of Red Feather got one. We sent twenty mountain men up there and killed his ass. We lost two of ours, but we got them Hawkens and rum back. There ain’t anything worse than an Injun drunk on whiskey or rum. Now we send a big assed escort when supplies come in. That’s how we get even with Choteau,” he grinned. “If he don’t pay up, he don’t get his shit.”

“You extort him?” Carrie laughed.

“Hell no, we rob his old ass. I value my hide more than a damn bag of somebody else’s coffee. I ain’t never seen Pierre pick up a rifle and guard his own junk. Now the bastard is puttin’ up settlers for the winter. He made a spot behind the post where they kin park their wagons. Then if they don’t freeze to death, he robs ‘em so bad most of ‘em can’t afford to pay somebody to guide ‘em the rest of the way.”

“Sounds like a real peach,” Carrie said.

“I reckon he’ll get his soon enough. He been playin’ games with a few mountain men over a few fights they had with his men. Right Hand Johnson, Jake Stanton, and Fat  Bastard McHugh in particular. Those be the wrong men to go up against.”

“Sounds like some interesting characters out here. Maybe I’ll write a book about it.”

“You ain’t heard but half of it. You’ll see,” he nodded. “When it clears up we’ll go on over there.”

“This weather is crazy,” Carrie said. “Does it do this all the time?”

“Nah, just in the winter,” he grinned.

“Nice answer, Aristotle. I was talking about the winter.”

“We get some nice days. It ain’t all snow and freezin’ cold.”

“Good,” she said as she pushed her cup over for more rum.

“Best take it easy with that,” Garrett said as he gave her a half inch in her cup.

“You do pretty good with it,” she said.

“That’s because I is a real man,” he grinned, puffing himself up. “You can’t always trust the  water in the west, so we drink rum. This here cabin has a pipe going to a natural spring, so the water here is clean. River water, you got to be careful of. The Injuns live by the rivers in the winter, and you don’t want to be downstream from them, what with all the bad stuff they throw in the water. You drink that, you get Cholera. That kin kill you, or make you wish it had. You drink river water, you got to boil it first.”

“You aren’t as dumb as you look,” Carrie said. “Where did you learn about Cholera?”

“Jake Stanton. We call him Doc. He got doctor training. He come west because he cannot tolerate cities or hospitals. His Pa is in charge of the Jesuit hospital in St. Loo, and Jake had to work there for a couple of years. Bad place, from what he said. Damn near made him crazy with what goes on in there.”

“And he likes this place better than St. Louis? Is he crazy?”

“Mountains be a beautiful place,” Garrett said. “You’ll see, come spring time.”

“Gee, I can’t wait,” Carrie snickered. “You ever been to California?”

‘No. I heard about it though, from the guides that take the settlers west.”

“You mean the ones that run when they see Indians coming, and leave you for dead like they did with us?”

“Some will do that,” Garrett said. “Most won’t. You part of a group when you come out here?”

“No, just us.”

“That’s why they jumped on you. Better you stay with a bunch of wagons. The Injuns won’t take on that many men. How’d you manage to get away?”

“I ran and hid in the woods when I saw them coming. They didn’t see me. After they left, the guide came back and took me to the post. We weren’t that far away.”

“Well, try not to think on it too much.”

“I won’t. The guide wouldn’t let me look in the wagon. He took my stuff and burned the rest.”

“We got to get you some proper clothes,” Garrett said. “We was in such a hurry to leave, I forgot about that.”

“Do I have to dress like you?” she said in amazement.

“Yup. Buckskins be the best thing to wear in the west. You go runnin’ around in that red shirt you got, the Injuns will see you a mile away. Best you blend in some.”

“Good grief,” she sighed. “I’m going to learn how to shoot, drink, and stab people with that big knife. I’m becoming an Arkie.”

“There be worse things you could be,” Garrett shrugged. 

“Like what?” she laughed.

“Dunno,” Garrett said. “I’ll have to give that some thought. Dead, maybe.”

“Is that the best you can come up with? The only thing worse than being like  you is to be dead?”

“Don’t make it sound all that attractive, do it,” he grinned.

––––––––

Choteau's Trading Post

Flathead Country

February, 1829

––––––––

“How do, Garrett,” Right Hand Johnson said. “Where’d you get the kid?”  

“Hell,” Garrett said. Carrie stuck her tongue out at him and sat down. She was now dressed in buckskins and a beaver skin hat. She had a Black stuck in one side of her belt, and a Manton pistol in the other.  “Johnson, meet Carrie. This short feller be Jake Stanton. Where be Fat Bastard?”

“Makin’ meat. Finally warmed up some,  so he went with Dan McNeil to see if any elk be about. So, where’d she come from?” Johnson said, nodding at Carrie.

“Settler from New York. Folks she was with got killed by a Crow war party. She got away, and they brung her to Cabanne’s. Should have left her in the woods, little bastard,” he grinned. “She been makin’ me crazy for two months now. One Ball stuck me with her.”

“Dang,” Carrie drawled. “Poor Arkie. You ain’t never had it so good, boy.”

“What you figger to do with her?” Jake said.

“Feed her to the first griz what comes along,” Garrett said. “Kid got the heebie jeeebie or somethin’. Always askin’ me to teach her shit. She kin shoot a Hawken damn near as good as you, Right Hand. And she kin handle a Black better’n me. And she kin drink rum, and boy, kin she cuss.”

Carrie took out a hunk of Virginia twist, cut off a piece, and stuffed it into her cheek.

“Oh, and she chaws. I ain’t never seen no kid chaw before.”

“How old you be, kid?” Johnson grinned.

“Thirty seven, you all,” Carrie drawled, hooking her thumbs in her new buckskins.

“She be eleven,” Garrett said. “Thirty seven my ass. Acts like it, though.”

Carrie took a cup from the side bar and filled it with rum.

“Whoa!” Jake exclaimed. “You gonna try to drink that? You be too young for rum.”

Carrie spit a long stream of tobacco juice into the fireplace and sat down. She swilled down half the cup and smiled at Jake.

“Kid be a damn drunk,” Garrett said.

“You let her git rummed up?” Right Hand said.

“Can’t be stopped,” Garrett said. “She does whatever the hell she likes. She put a Crow brave under last week. He come a bit too close to the cabin, and she put one in his head from three hundred yards out with the thirty.”

“That be some fine shootin’,” Jake said. 

“You wanna arm rassle me?” Carrie grinned, eyeing Jake up and down. At seven feet and 300 pounds, Jake was a formidable opponent for anything alive.

“Yer kiddin’,” Jake smiled.

“Don’t do it, Stanton,” Garrett said. “She whooped my ass.”

“Ain’t possible,” Jake said. “You be damn near the same size as me.”

“All the same, the cheatin’ little bastard done it. Don’t be gamblin’ with her, either. She’ll skin your ass good.”

Carrie took out a hand full of gold coins and set them on the table. “Let’s go, big boy,” she said. “I got forty dollars says I can beat your big trapper ass.”

“Ain’t right to take no kid’s money,” Jake said.

“Well, you aren’t going to have to worry about it,” Carrie said. She started making clucking sounds.

“She be a heller!” Johnson cackled. “Go ahead, Doc. Stick that twenty eight inch arm up there and teach this kid to have some respect for her betters.”

“Yeah, Doc, teach me a lesson,” Carrie said. “Where you from?”

“Massachusetts.” 

“Massholes,” Carrie grinned. “That’s what we call them in New York.”

“That’s it,” Jake said, throwing his hands in the air. “I’m gonna tie a piece of you on the hog,” he nodded. “Stick that skinny little arm up there and see what’s it’s like to take on a real man who ain’t never been beat in no arm rasslin’ contest.” 

“Follow my rules now,” Carrie warned, wiggling her finger. She showed Jake how to position his arm far back from hers, so they met equally. She showed him how to hook their thumbs together and wrap their fingers around the other person’s hand. “Okay,” she said when they were perfectly positioned. “Now the feet. Put your right foot on my left foot, and I’ll put my right foot on your left. That’s to keep you from moving around for leverage. Ready?”

“I’m ready,” Jake sighed.

“Okay, one of you geniuses say when,” she said, her eyes boring into Jake’s with a cold ferocity he had rarely seen, even on the battlefield.

“Go!” Johnson yelled. 

Carrie stepped down hard on the top of Jake’s left foot and twisted his wrist as hard as she could.

“Ow!” he exclaimed. Carrie slammed his hand down on the table.

“Winner!” she exclaimed, raising her hands over her head. “Pay up, Shorty.”

“Told ya,” Garrett said. “Kid be the Devil with tits.”

“How the hell...........” Jake muttered as he took forty dollars out of his poke. “She cheat or somethin’?”

“Didn’t see no cheatin’,” Johnson shrugged. “I said go, and she whipped your ass.”

“Try this one,” Carrie said. “Ten more says I can make you yell in pain with one hand.”

Jake gave her a funny look as he rubbed his arm. “What the hell,” he sighed. “Just don’t be grabbin’ my manly parts.”

“Sure thing, Jessica,” she giggled. “Hold out your hand. Pick one you don’t need.”

“This is getting’ better by the minute,” Johnson cackled.

Jake held out his left hand. Carrie took his thumb in her hand and put the underside of the joint of her own thumb on top of Jake’s knuckle. “Ready, tough guy?” she said.

“Ready,” Jake said. “I ain’t gonna make a sound. You kin kiss that cartwheel good-bye.”

“Sure, Hercules. If you don’t yell, you’ll be the first.” She suddenly squeezed as hard as humanly possible, grinding the bones of her own thumb into Jake’s in a circular motion.

“Leggo!” Jake hollered as he jumped to his feet. “Jesus! What the hell is wrong with you?” he exclaimed, shaking his hand as rockets of pain shot up his arm.

Johnson laughed so hard he almost wet his pants. “Big tough mountain man,” he keened. “Beat to shit by a little girl. Now I seen it all.”

“And fifty dollars lighter,” Carrie nodded as she scooped the gold into her poke.

“Where the hell did you learn that shit?” Jake said as he sat down. “Damn, that hurt somethin’ awful. I been stabbed, shot with arrows, and beat half to death by Piegans, but none of it hurt like that.”

“I study anatomy.”

“Me too, but I never read nothing like that.”

“You study it so you can fix people. I study it so I can figure out how to make them sorry they were ever born.”

“You be a dangerous kid,” Jake sighed.

“You’re lucky I didn’t grab your pazoink,” she giggled. “You’d be pissing out of your ear if I showed you that one.”

“Don’t think I want to see that,” Jake laughed. “This were bad enough. Damn, that still hurts.”

“Bone pain is five times as bad as muscle pain. It’ll wear off in a couple of days.”

“Wait’ll this ‘un gets her paws on poor McNeil,” Johnson sighed. “She’ll send him out of here all busted up and broke.”

“You all is easy pickin’s,” Carrie drawled as she sipped her rum. “Sucker bait.”

Ten minutes later, Fat Bastard came in with Dan McNeil. Fat had a drink and went back outside to tend to the horses. Dan sat down and eyed Carrie with curiosity.

“Who’s the kid?” he said.

“Carrie,” Garrett said. “Orphan settler kid. One Ball made me take her in. Don’t let her play no tricks on you, either. She beat poor Stanton half to death already and took fifty dollars in gold off his ass.”

“You don’t say,” Dan grinned. “And you call me stupid,” he grinned at Jake.

“That’s because the Almighty ain’t never made a dumber son of a bitch than you,” Right Hand chuckled.

“Hmmph,” Dan grunted. “I didn’t let no sawed off little shit with pigtails put a ass beating on me. What she do to Doc?”

“Beat him arm rasslin’ and near broke his finger. Made him give it up, she did.”

“How the hell could that little shit beat Doc at arm rasslin’? He ain’t never lost  a match to nobody.”

“Well, he lost one today,” Johnson said. “Maybe you kin be next.”

“The hell you say,” Dan huffed. “Ain’t no kid alive what can put a whoopin’ on Dan McNeil.”

Carrie leaned over the table and rested her chin on her hands. “Would you like to bet a little money on that?” she said.

“Ah, get lost,” Dan said with a wave of his hand. “I got no time to be foolin’ about with no kid.”

“Twenty says I can beat your ass,” Carrie said as she put her gold on the table.

“Go ahead, Danny boy, take the bait,” Johnson cackled. “We’ll help ya find yer teeth later.”

“I is of a mind to put you over my knee,” Dan said to Carrie. “Maybe if a real man tans yer hide ya won’t have such a big mouth.” Carrie stuck her tongue out at Dan, who held up a fist in front of his face. “See this?” he said.

Carrie struck with blinding speed. She slammed her palm into Dan’s forearm as hard as she could. Dan’s own fist slammed into his face. His eyes rolled back in his head and he crashed to the floor.

“He done knocked himself out!” Johnson roared in hysterics. “Now I seen everything. Somebody throw some water on the dummy and git ‘im up.”

Jake got a bucket and poured the contents on Dan.

“That were our piss bucket,” Johnson keened, tears of laughter streaming down his face. “Oh, my sides. I can’t take no more. He’s gonna be pissed off now.”

“Pissed off, pissed on,” Jake shrugged. “He still be stupid.”

Dan got up and groggily sat down, eyeing Carrie malevolently. “Little bastard, that were uncalled for.”

“You owe me twenty dollars, Slick,” she said.

“Pay up, dummy,” Johnson said. “She beat your ass fair and square.”

“That weren’t fair,” Dan said. “I ain’t paying.”

Carrie slipped off her chair and went under the table. She grabbed the two front legs of Dan’s chair and yanked upwards as hard as she could. Dan went over backwards and slammed into the wall, out cold. Carrie took her twenty out of his poke and sat down. Johnson was laughing so hard he nearly died.

“There lies Dan McNeil, a legend in his own mind,” he gasped. “Knocked  cold twice in five minutes by a little girl.”

“Leave ‘im there,” Jake said. “I ain’t got no more piss to pour on him.”

Fat Bastard came in after feeding the horses, and looked at the carnage. “What the hell happened here?” he laughed. “McNeil be all beat to hell on the floor, and Jake be rubbin’ his hand. He punch Dan?”

“Nope,” Right Hand said, pointing at Carrie. “She done it all.”

“You all be a big ‘un,” Carrie drawled. “How much you weigh?”

“Oh, six hundred or so,” Fat said as he pulled up a pair of chairs. “How the hell did you do all  that damage  to Dan and Jake?”

“Wanna see?” she grinned as she cut off some twist.

“Not me,” Fat said. “I ain’t took leave of my senses. Any kid what kin do that to two mountain men got to have a hex on ‘em.”

“Three,” Garrett said. “She beat my ass, too. Arm rassler, she is.”

“Her? She beat Doc arm rasslin’? Nobody kin beat Doc. I won big money bettin’ on him in St. Loo.”

“She done it,” Jake said. “Damned if I kin figger it out. Weren’t even close, neither. Then she made Dan knock himself out with his own fist, then did somethin’ with his chair and dumped his ass into the wall.”

“Where you learn to do all this?” Fat said.

“Orphanages,” Carrie said. “I know every dirty trick there is. Those places are like a college that teaches you how to fuck people over.”

“Shit hurts, too,” Jake muttered as he rubbed his thumb.

“Aw come on,” Fat said. “She ain’t that big, How’d she manage to hurt you?”

Carrie got up and came over to Fat. She filled his rum cup as he watched her carefully.

“Nervous, big man?” she said. She reached quickly for Fat’s cheek. When his hands came up instinctively, she reached down and grabbed his right nipple through his shirt. She clamped down on it and twisted as hard as she could.

“Ow!” Fat bellowed, and tried to unseat her hand. The pain was so great he couldn’t do it. “Stop!” he gasped in agony. “I give.”

Carrie let go and went back to her chair. “That’s called a Titty Twister,” she giggled. “And I know worse shit than that.”

“Goddamn, that hurt somethin’ awful,” Fat said as he rubbed his chest. “Damn near tore the thing off.”

“What do you care?” Carrie said. “You plan on breast feeding somebody?”

“Not me,” Fat said. “You be a heller, that’s for sure. What else kin you do?”

“She kin chaw, shoot, drink, and throw a Black. Got her a Crow war party leader with her Hawken,” Garrett said.

“You done that? Best be careful, makin’ war on the Crow. They’ll come for ya.”

“Let them,” Carrie said, a weird look on her face. She held out an empty hand, then reached behind Right Hand’s ear. She came back with a gold piece. “I am magic,” she whispered. “I conquer all.”

“Tricks be fine, but what you gonna do when twenty of them Crow bastards come for your hair?” Fat said.

“Use better tricks,” Carrie said. “Ask Billy Wentworth. Oh, that’s right, you can’t. He’s dead.”

“Who be that?” Fat said.

“Rotten no good bastard kid who  came to the orphanage from reform school. As if we didn’t have enough problems, we had to get stuck with him. He’d sneak into your room, hide under the bed, and feel you up at night.”

“I got a feelin’ that didn’t turn out good fer him,” Fat grinned as a cook brought out a heavy cast iron frying pan full of snacks for the table.

“No, it didn’t. His room was on the first floor, the girls were on the second. I tied a rope to the bottom of the railing post and left it there one night. Sure enough, he pulled his little act on one of the girls. When he ran for the stairs, I pulled the rope tight and tripped him. Down he went, ass over teakettle down two flights of stairs. Broke his neck, it did. Stairs are a very effective weapon. I used them several times.”

“Ain’t no stairs hereabouts,” Fat said. “Not outside where them red bastards will come for ya.”

“You use what you have. Everything is a weapon. Your hand, your foot, your gun, your knife, the tree your enemy is standing next to, all of it can be used. I’ll show you some day. Life is just an illusion. That illusion can be changed by those who know how to do it.”

Dan stirred and got up, rubbing his head. He sniffed himself. “Who pissed on me?” he demanded. “You, you little fucker?” he said, pointing at Carrie.

“Nope.”

“Liar, you done this. I’m gonna fix you now.”

He started to reach for Carrie, but never got the chance to put his hands on her. With one fluid movement, she grabbed the frying pan and slammed it into Dan’s forehead. It sounded like somebody ringing a church bell. Dan’s eyes crossed and he fell to the floor again, unconscious.

“I can’t take it! I’m gonna shit!” Johnson yelled. He got up and ran for the three holer.

“That be three times!” Jake cackled. “Dan gonna have a head pounder now, I reckon.”

“Kid be dangerous,” Fat nodded. “I oughta take her to see Three Feathers, Jake’s tradin’ partner. He’d like to see this. Injuns is big on magic, and spirits and such.”

“Doesn’t take magic to beat him,” Carrie said, nodding at Dan. “What about these Indians? I never met an Indian up close. I just shot one.”

“You got no problem killin’ people?” Jake said.

“Does it sound like I do? You kill them or they kill you. I got my first kill when I was eight years old. He hurt my friend,” she said, looking away. “This was the only friend I ever had, and he forced her to......you know. She went crazy after that and had to be locked up in the crazy hospital. I got even with him,” she nodded.

“Should we ask?” Fat said.

“I waited for him to come back to his room at night,” Carrie said with a faraway look on her face. “It was a lot easier than I thought it would be. He went to bed around eight. It was summer, and he left his window open. The lamp in his room was still hot, because he had been  studying. When he was asleep, I poured a bucket of whale oil on him. I climbed out the window and took the lamp with me. Then I threw it against the wall behind his bed, and it lit off the oil. It was spectacular,” she said. “He tried to put out the fire, but he couldn’t. He died screaming. It was the best sound I’ve ever heard.”

“Have a drink,” Jake said as he filled Carrie’s cup. “You stand for what’s right. That be what we do.”

“I know,” she said. “The Arkie taught me that. I didn’t mean to hurt any of you. I just wanted to show you what I can do. Now you know. I can use this for.........” she looked away. “I don’t know yet. This strife between you and the Indians has to stop. It can lead to no good.”

“Doc thinks this way,” Johnson said. “He figgers the red critter loves his ass while they stick a knife in his ribs. He wants to take ‘em dancin’.”

“And what do you want?” Carrie said.

“Same thing I wanted when I first come here,” Johnson shrugged. “Leave my ass alone and let me trap my fur. I ain’t here to take over Indian land. I just want to live free and be left alone. Red critters won’t let ya do that. They got this thing in their head about the spirit world. White man be the devil according to them.”

“Could be they are right,” Carrie said. “I would have to look at the treaties we signed and the violations.”

“You kin do this?” Johnson said.

“I can. I need to go to Congress and petition them for documents. They built the Capitol two years ago. That is where Congress meets. Can anybody take me there?”

“How you know how to do this?” Johnson said.

“I can do anything,” Carrie smiled. “You’ll see. I know all about this government.”

Pierre Choteau came out and stared at Carrie, who looked him up and down. “Oh brother,” she sighed. “Here we go. It’s asshole time.”

"Who is la jeune fille?” Choteau said, pointing a kitchen knife at Carrie. Choteau was  nearly  impossible to understand;  his speech was a weird mixture of  mountain man slang, French, and  Indian phrases that even Johnson could not understand. He could speak English well, but usually chose not to.

“This be Carrie, ya dumb fake French skunk,” Johnson grinned. “I reckon she’ll straighten your crook ass out for ya.”

“Mon Dieu, what has happened to McNeil?” Choteau  said. Dan was sporting a huge goose egg on his forehead.

“The kid done cracked him in the head with a fryin’ pan,” Johnson cackled. “We ain’t figured out who got the worst of it, Danny boy or the fryin’ pan.”

“You did this to him?” Choteau said. “Why? C’est bad to do. Vous et fille mal.”

“Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?” Carrie said. Johnson laughed so hard he spit rum half way across the room.

“You swear at me?” Choteau huffed. “I will spank your little ass.”

“You can kiss my little ass, Frenchie,” Carrie said as the men in the room hooted.

“She done told you, stupid!” Bearcat Michaels called out from a table.

“C’est my post,” Choteau said. “You will respect me and keep a civil tongue, or else.”

Carrie gave him the finger and spit a long stream of tobacco juice onto his boots.

“Now what ya gonna do, ya cheap money grubbin’ bastard?” Johnson screeched. “She done spit on your stupid Canuck ass.”

“I will throw her out!” Choteau roared, his face turning a bright shade of vermillion.

“Yeah, yeah, sure you will,” Carrie sighed. “Why don’t you go back in the kitchen in your pretty little apron and whip us up some vittles, girly boy?” she drawled.

“Out,” Choteau snapped, pointing at the door. “I throw you out. Vamoose.”

“You try to throw me out, old timer. I got fifty dollars says you can’t do it,” Carrie said.

“Take the bet, Frenchie!” Johnson cackled. “I’ll double it.”

“I’ll triple it,” Jake said. “The kid will whip your ass somethin’ awful.”

“You are all drunk,” Choteau snapped. “Fools and assholes. C’est stupide. Now as for you,” he said, and reached for Carrie.

“Clamp Job!” Carrie yelled, and dropped to her knees in front of Pierre. She grabbed his thigh muscle about five inches above his knee, and squeezed with all her might. The reaction was instantaneous and shocking to see. The move was worse than any tickle torture anybody could imagine. Pierre went down hard.

“He be done for now!” Johnson keened. “Lookit ‘im squirm!”

Pierre was nearly paralyzed; he was blubbering and squalling as he thrashed around, trying to get loose of the hold. The more he squirmed, the harder Carrie squeezed. Pierre started to turn blue and went into convulsions, specks of spittle flying from his mouth.

“Whaddaya got to say now, dummy?” Johnson keened. “Okay, that be enough,” he sighed. “Yer gonna kill ‘im.”

“Fuck him,” Carrie said as she released the hold. She leaned over Choteau and blew her nose all over him.

Two cooks came out and collected Pierre.

“That were righteous,” Jake said as he lit his pipe. “The boogers was a nice touch, too. I know what that hold be. You got a bunch of nerves thereabouts what kin put you in the loony bin if somebody squeezes ‘em. My Ma used to do that to me.”

“Works real good, don’t it Shorty,” Carrie drawled. “Anybody else want some? No? Didn’t think so. You all be afraid of a little girl. I got some pink silk panties you kin borrow.”

“Save ‘em for Pierre,” Johnson laughed. “I figger he’ll stay away from your ass now.”

“Maybe,” Carrie shrugged. “And maybe not. If not me, then somebody else will take care of him. A girl, too.”

“You seen Pierre’s fate?” Johnson said as he poured rum.

“I see a lot of people’s fate,” Carrie said quietly. “It’s forced on you. I never wanted this.”

Just then, Wild Bill Reynolds came in. He saw Carrie and started to laugh. “I remember you!” he said. “I seen you at Cabanne’s. One Ball gave you to Carter over there. I pity that poor son of  a bitch.”

“Really?” Carrie said. “Who did they give to you?”

“Nobody,” Reynolds said. “I be a real man, not no pansy raisin’ girls. No offense,” he said, nodding at Garrett.

“None taken, you stupid asshole,” Garrett smiled. “This gal got more brains, more courage, and more fightin’ spirit in her than you ever had, either you or your retarded Pa.”

“That were uncalled for,” Reynolds said. “Callin’ my Pa retarded.”

“Ain’t uncalled  for if it be true.”

“You ain’t nothin’  your own self, Arkie,” Reynolds said. “I seen better than you upside down on a tree bleedin’ out over a bucket.”

“Ain’t nobody like you that put ‘em there,” Garrett said. “Chicken shit little coward that you be. I heard about you. No guts, no balls, no nothin’. This here kid kin put your ass in the ground any time she wants, which will save me the trouble of doin’ it.”

“You been took over by One Ball Anderson with his stories. I got no use for him, or you. Or this kid,” he said, heading for the bar. He sat down and ordered a rum. He was about to take his first sip when he felt a tap on his shoulder.

“Hi,” Carrie said. “You said you remembered me. What do you remember about me?”

“I remember you ain’t nothing. Just another kid what got left behind. Not my problem,” he shrugged. “Lots of kids got left behind out here. I left a few of ‘em behind myself.”

“You did? How did you do that?”

“I were a guide. I took the dummies as far as I could, and when the Injuns come for ‘em I lit out. I ain’t stupid. I ain’t riskin’ my hide for no settler.”

“Oh, you aren’t stupid,” Carrie said. “I guess we can figure that out because you are such a tall, brave, handsome man, right?”

“Now you’re talking,” Reynolds said as he sipped his rum.

“Ever see one of these?” Carrie said. Reynolds looked down and saw fourteen inches of gleaming steel pointed at his rib cage. “Don’t move,” she grinned. “Don’t do anything stupid. Of course you can’t, because you aren’t stupid, are you.”

“Not me,” Reynolds said. “Now you put that away. That be a big knife for a little girl to handle.”

“Yeah, I know,” Carrie said. She put the Black back in its sheath. “I prefer this, myself.”

‘You prefer what?”

“Turn around and I’ll show you,” she said, a black iron frying pan behind her back.

“Look,” Reynolds sighed as he turned to face her. “I got no time for games with no kid. Get lost.”

Carrie drove the edge of the frying pan into Reynolds’s shin, cracking the bone. He gasped in surprise, pain shooting up and down his leg. She then wound up and slammed the flat bottom of the pan into his knee, shattering it. Reynolds screamed in pain as Carrie stepped back and set herself. “Nighty night,” she said, and hit him between the eyes with a mighty blow. He went down hard and didn’t move. Two Nez Perce Indians came out of the kitchen, dragged him outside, and dumped him in the snow at the far edge of the compound. They came back in, counting his gold, sheepish grins on their faces.

“Damn, that’s gonna hurt in the mornin’,” Johnson said.

“Prob’ly hurts now,” Fat said. “They leave his ass outside in that snow, he ain’t gonna be here in the mornin’. He’ll freeze solid or get et by wolves.”

“Prob’ly dead anyhow, the way she beaned him,” Garrett laughed. “You hear that? It were like ringin’ a bell.”

“Damn kid
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