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Comanche Moon

 


In the untamed wilderness
of the majestic Rockies, Nate King has often seen that the line
between life and death is a thin one. So far he’s managed to stay
on the right side, but all that could change on a rare excursion to
Bent’s Fort. Nate just wants to bring home a special gift for his
wife. Instead, he finds a greenhorn couple looking to settle in the
heart of Comanche territory. Unable to leave them helpless, Nate
puts himself right in the middle of the warpath. But when an old
enemy steals all his supplies and weapons, Nate’s left utterly
defenseless against a band of vicious warriors who want nothing
more than to see him dead.

 


Glacier Terror

 


The King family wouldn’t
have lasted as long as they have in the remote, perilous Rockies if
they didn’t know a thing or two about survival, But even after all
these years, the wilderness has a few surprises for them. There’s
something not quite right about a glacier high atop a peak near
their valley. The Indians claim it’s bad medicine and won’t go near
it. Of course that doesn’t stop. Louisa King from cajoling her
husband to go on a getaway up to the high country. But they can’t
fathom the savagery they’re about to unleash. For something
terrible lives on that glacier, something that craves flesh and
doesn’t care whether it’s from a deer or an elk—or a
human.


[image: tmp_ac572607ee400eedcfc54b3ad2dee50b_aWaOei_html_m5db8745f.jpg]


 


WILDERNESS DOUBLE EDITION
26

51: Comanche
Moon

52: Glacier
Terror

By David Robbins Writing as
David Thompson

First Published by Leisure
Books in 2007

Copyright
© 2007, 2020 by David Robbins

First Digital Edition: June
2020

Names, characters and
incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely
coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any
information or storage and retrieval system, without the written
permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

This is a Piccadilly
Publishing Book

Series Editor: Mike
Stotter

Text © Piccadilly
Publishing

Published by Arrangement
with the Author.


 


 


WILDERNESS 51

COMANCHE MOON


 


 


Dedicated to Judy, Joshua
and Shane. And to Kyndra, Josh’s special princess, and to Tori and
Brian.

 



Prologue

 


There were two of them. They were white, and
they came from the north. The horses they rode were draft animals
that doubled as mounts when the need arose. The third horse was a
pack animal with a sway back they had picked up on their way
west.

Both men were in their middle years. Both
wore homespun shirts and pants that had seen a lot of use. As had
their battered hats and scuffed boots. By their clothes and their
sun-browned complexions, they were men who spent a lot of time
outdoors.

For days the pair had seen only grass,
grass, and more grass. Trees were as scarce as hen’s teeth, water
only slightly less so, which explained why, when they came to a
meandering ribbon of blue amid the green, they promptly made camp
for the night. Plenty of jerked venison was in their saddlebags.
But they were not all that interested in eating.

The two men were excited.

“It’s better than we dared
hope, Elmer,” said the oldest. He had a few gray hairs at the
temples and a cleft chin.

The man so addressed also had a cleft chin,
as well as a similar nose and brow. The similarities suggested they
were siblings. “So much land! And as much as we want, ours for the
taking!” declared Elmer with almost childish glee. “Ten years from
now we’ll have farms bigger than some states.”

“Just the two of us?”
Hiram said. “That will be some feat.”

“Shep will help,” Elmer
said. “Between the three of us we’ll become as rich as John Jacob
Astor. He did it with fur. We can do it with corn and wheat. We’ll
have our own little empire.”

Hiram chuckled. “An empire now, is it? Where
do you come up with notions like that? I’ll settle for pleasantly
prosperous. For being able to provide for our families. That’s the
important thing.” He sank his teeth into a piece of jerky and
hungrily chewed.

“The trouble with you is
that you don’t think big enough,” Elmer said. “There’s nothing to
stop us. There’s no law on the books to keep us from claiming as
much as we want.”

“Hush, you infant. Don’t
jinx us with talk like that,” Hiram scolded, only partly in jest.
“Remember, Pa used to say that when a thing seems too good to be
true it probably is.”

“There you go again.”
Elmer’s gestured at the sea of grass. “Haven’t you got eyes? It’s
endless and empty.”

“In a hundred years there
will be so many folks living west of the Mississippi River, a body
won’t be able to spit without hitting a neighbor.”

“We won’t be around to see
that,” Elmer said. “Which is just as well. I like people as much as
the next person, but I like my privacy more.”

Hiram, too, encompassed the plain with a
sweep of his left arm. “Is this private enough for you?”

Elmer nodded. “There’s not another soul for
a hundred miles.”

“Make that five hundred,
not counting Bent’s Fort.”

They smiled and laughed, and then Elmer made
a comment that sobered them. “And not counting Injuns.”

For a while the brothers chewed and did not
say a word, until finally Hiram shivered slightly and said, “This
night wind sure gives a man a chill, even in the summer.”

“Sure does,” Elmer
agreed.

“We haven’t come across
any sign of redskins, you know,” Hiram mentioned.

“Not hide nor hair,” Elmer
said. “I reckon all the tales we’ve heard weren’t true. It can’t be
as bad as everyone claims or we’d have run into some of the devils
by now.” He patted one of two flintlock pistols wedged under his
belt. “Not that I’d be all that afeared if we did. I can hit a
melon nine times out of ten at twenty paces.”

“Don’t brag on yourself,”
Hiram said. “It’s unseemly.” He bit off another piece of jerky. “I
figure another two or three days ought to be far enough. Then we’ll
head back to Bent’s Fort and send word to Shep. While we wait for
him and our families, we can build our soddies.”

“It will be grand!” Elmer
predicted. “The Beecher boys, kings of the prairie.”

Hiram snorted. “We’re plow chasers, plain
and simple. That’s all we’ve ever been, it’s all we’ll ever be.
Whether we own a hundred acres in Indiana or a thousand acres out
here.”

“You think too small,”
Elmer said. “Five thousand is more to my liking.”

“One man can’t work that
much,” Hiram said. “Hell, three men couldn’t. Your yearnings have
outstripped your common sense.”

Elmer opened his mouth to reply but closed
it again when a wavering cry pierced the night to the west,
ululating on the wind like the wail of a wandering specter. “Do you
reckon that had four legs or two?”

“It was a coyote,” Hiram
said, “not a painted savage.”

“I reckon all this talk
about Injuns has me a mite spooked.”

“It’s all this wide open
space,” Hiram said. “It makes a man feel downright puny.” He leaned
back against his saddle and stretched his long legs out. “We’ll get
used to it, though, once we’ve settled in and lived here
awhile.”

“Sure we will,” Elmer
said. He, too, leaned back, placing his rifle within easy reach.
“What I don’t get is why there aren’t more people doing what we’re
about to do.”

“Blame the government and
the newspapers,” Hiram said, “with their nonsense about this being
the Great American Desert. We’ve seen for ourselves. This soil is
as rich as any back home.”

“Richer,” Elmer
said.

Hiram tore a handful of grass out by the
roots and sniffed the roots. “Fertile as can be. Perfect for crops.
We’ll start with corn and wheat, and take it from there. The
excess, we’ll sell.”

“And there will be a lot
of excess,” Elmer predicted. “We’ll have dozens of hired hands to
help out.”

“There you go again,
putting the cart before the horse.”

“We’ll be the first,”
Elmer said. “In our own way we could become famous.”

“Such foolishness,” Hiram
said. “Men don’t become famous for farming. They become famous for
fighting. Like Jim Bowie and Davy Crockett did at the
Alamo.”

“They’re as famous as can
be and always will be,” Elmer said.

“Nothing is ever forever.
Always is only as long as folks remember, and memories are
fickle.”

The pair stayed up until near midnight,
talking. At last they turned in and slept the sleep of the
blissfully ignorant.

 


There were five of them. White men called
them red men, and they came from the southwest. They rode as if
they were one with their mounts.

They called themselves the Nemene. Everyone
else called them something different, a name that instilled stark
fear at its mere mention. They were as widely feared as the
Apaches, as fierce in their defense of their territory as the
Sioux.

They were not on the warpath. They were
hunting. They had come north after buffalo, the shaggy brutes on
which their people and so many other tribes depended for food and
for many of the articles they used and wore.

They rode in single file. Relatively short
in stature, they had high, sloping foreheads, and alert, piercing
eyes. Their hair was worn parted in the center, and braided. They
were naked from the waist up. Fringed leggings and moccasins
sufficed. They bristled with weapons: bows and arrows, lances, war
clubs, knives, and ropes.

Their horses were as fine as horses
anywhere. Animals with speed and stamina. God dogs, the Nemene
called them. Which mystified those who did not understand how much
the horse meant to them. Before the coming of the horse, the Nemene
toiled hard to survive, and were no more exceptional than other
tribes. After they acquired the horse, their toil lessened, their
lives were made easier. But more than that, the Nemene became the
lords of their domain, able to strike with lightning swiftness and
seemingly be everywhere at once. God dogs, to them, was apt.

The Nemene were divided into bands. The five
riding north were Wasps. To those who were not Nemene, that meant
nothing. To those who were, it meant a lot.

The five came to a ribbon of a stream and
turned east, searching for sign of the great beasts they sought.
Presently they came across fresh tracks but not the tracks of
buffalo. They came across the tracks of three horses heading south,
and a tense excitement gripped the five warriors.

The hooves of the three horses were
shod.

“White men,” Nocona said.
He was the tallest of the five, uncommonly so for his
people.

“Here?” said Pahkah, he of
the crooked nose. His surprise was shared by the others. Never
before had they encountered whites so far into their hunting
territory.

The tracks led south, so they turned south.
Buffalo were forgotten. The whites were more important.

Soko, the oldest by a few years and the best
tracker, hung down over the side of his horse, an elbow and a knee
crooked to keep from sliding off. “Only two. The third horse
carries heavy packs.”

“Only two?” Pahkah sounded
disappointed.

“We know what we must do,”
Sargento said. His body was a block of rippling sinew.

A grim air came over them. The whites were
invaders and the Nemene treated all invaders the same.

Pahkah bitterly remarked, “The whites are
locusts. They are everywhere. They push in from the east. They push
in from the south. Now these two, from the north. Where there are
two, more will follow.”

No one said anything. Their sentiments, when
it came to white men, were similar. It was more than hate. It was a
deeply felt seething resentment, easily provoked.

The Nemene had heard what the whites did to
other tribes. How the whites had driven the tribes from their
lands, or wiped them out with bullets and blood, or brought disease
that wiped them out even more effectively than the bullets.

The Nemene knew little of the country to the
east of the father of rivers. But they did know that at one time
other tribes called that country home, and now many of those tribes
were no more, or had been forced west of the great river, and the
whites now overran that country from end to end.

A sage among the Nemene once compared the
whites to a thunder head on the horizon about to swoop in and
engulf the Nemene in a deluge. “There is nothing we can do to stop
the storm from coming,” he had said.

But that did not mean the Nemene had to
suffer the same fate as those other tribes. They were a proud
people. They bowed to no one. They surrendered to no one. Maybe
other tribes had not been able to resist the whites, but the other
tribes were not Nemene. The Nemene would succeed where those others
failed.

“Why are the two whites
here?” Soko wondered aloud.

“What does it matter?”
Sargento responded. “It is enough that they are.”

“The whites are many
things we do not like, but they are not stupid,” Soko said with the
patience that came from being older than they were. “They do not do
things without a reason.”

Sargento’s scowl darkened his swarthy
features. “You might not think they are stupid, but I do. They are
poor hunters, poor trackers, and poor fighters. Only in numbers are
they great. Were it not for their numbers, they would be
nothing.”

“Say what you will,” Soko
said, “but the reason they are here is important.”

“They hunt buffalo, like
us,” Pahkah suggested.

When Soko did not say anything, it was
Nocona who prompted him by asking, “Share your thoughts. I am
interested.” It was Nocona who had organized the hunting party.

“Why do they hunt this far
south?” Soko asked. “Have all the buffalo to the north
died?”

“That is silly,” Sargento
said.

“No. He is right.” Nocona
stared at the tracks of the shod horses. “There are plenty of
buffalo for the whites to hunt to the north. Why come this far when
there was no need?” He looked at Soko. “I would hear
more.”

“I see several paths,”
Soko said. “It could be they are on their way to join the whites in
Texas, but no whites have ever come this way before. It could be
they are buckskins, exploring, but the whites who wear buckskin
live off the land, like we do, and do not need packhorses.” Soko
paused. “It could be they look for a place to live.”

Had the ground opened up and swallowed them,
the other four warriors would not have been as shocked.

Pahkah started to laugh, as if it were a
great joke, then caught himself. “You believe that is what they
do?”

“This is our land,”
Sargento said.

“When has that ever
stopped the whites?” Soko countered. “To them, all land is theirs.
Did they not take the land of the Cherokees, the Creeks, the
Seminoles? Did they not take the land of the Chickasaws and the
Choctaws?”

“But not
here,”
Pahkah insisted. “It is too far from their
villages of stone and wood.”

“Their villages are not as
important to them as our villages are to us,” Soko said. “Remember
what we have been told. It starts with a few. Then, if something is
not done, more come, and ever more, until there are as many as
there are blades of grass. By then it is too late to oppose
them.”

“We must not make the
mistake others have,” Nocona declared. “We must not let these
whites or any others build a lodge on land the Nemene have long
roamed.”

“There are only two,”
Sargento said. “It will be easy.”

“Two we know of,” Soko
said. “What if there are others? What if these two are part of a
larger party?”

“You are saying we should
not slay them?” Sargento growled.

“I say we should watch
them awhile,” Soko suggested. “Once we know they are alone, then do
with them as you want.”

“I say we kill them as
soon as we catch up to them,” Sargento said.

Pahkah looked to Nocona. “What do you
say?”

“Soko’s words are wise,”
Nocona said.

The fifth warrior, called Howeah, had not
said a word the entire debate. He did so now. “I agree. If I
dropped my knife in a rattlesnake den, I would look to see how many
rattlesnakes were in the den before I stuck my hand in to get the
knife.”

Sargento glowered. But then, Sargento nearly
always glowered. His temperament made him hard to get along with.
Even his fellow Wasps believed he was more bloodthirsty than was
normal, although none said so to his face.

The issue decided, they followed the tracks
of the whites. It was late in the afternoon when Howeah, whose eyes
were those of a hawk, spied wispy tendrils of dust on the
horizon.

“I hope we find they are
alone soon,” Sargento remarked. “My fingers itch to slit their
throats.”

 


Twilight shrouded the plain three days later
when Hiram and Elmer Beecher brought their weary mounts to a halt
in the middle of a hollow some forty yards in circumference.

“This is as safe a spot as
any,” Hiram said. “No one can spot our fire.”

Brush along the west rim provided the fuel.
Elmer took his fire steel and flint and hunkered. Kindling was
everywhere. A handful of dry grass, a few puffs of breath, and a
tiny flame blossomed into their campfire.

Hiram had shot a rabbit earlier. He skinned
it and cut the meat into chunks while Elmer filled a pot with water
from their water skin and added a cup of flour and bits of chopped
onion. The stew that resulted was more broth than bite, but after
days of nothing but jerky, it was a feast. They ate slowly,
savoring every mouthful.

The pot was empty when Elmer leaned back and
patted his gut. “That was fine. I am in heaven.”

“You and your stomach.”
Hiram grinned. “No wonder women think the way to win a man is with
food.”

“In my case it was,” Elmer
said. “My Hannah is the best cook I ever came across. Better than
Ma, even.”

“Now, now,” Hiram chided.
“Your missus is as sweet as sugar, but Ma is the best cook
ever.”

“I will be sure to tell
your wife you said that.”

“Abby would be the first
to admit she’s not a wizard with the stove,” Hiram said. “The first
biscuits she made me were so hard I used them to pound
nails.”

The brothers chuckled.

Elmer filled his tin cup with steaming hot
coffee, sipped, and gave a contented sigh. “How much farther, do
you reckon, before you’re satisfied?”

“We need a spot with trees
and water. We can’t build cabins without timber, and the water goes
without saying.”

“We’ll find a spot,” Elmer
said. “There has to be one.”

“The last timber we saw
was along the Platte,” Hiram reminded him. “Maybe we should build
there. It’s not much, as rivers go, but it flows year-round, and
there’s plenty of game and fish to be had.”

“It is close to the trail
to Oregon country,” Elmer said. “It wouldn’t be like we were in the
middle of nowhere.”

“And closer to Bent’s Fort
and any supplies we might need.”

“Our wives would like it
better there than here,” Elmer added.

They were quiet awhile, and then Hiram said,
“What do you say? Are we in agreement? Do we write to Shipley and
tell him we have changed our minds? That we like the notion of a
cabin along the Platte River better than a little house on the
prairie?”

“We are in agreement,”
Elmer said.

“Then tomorrow we head
back to Bent’s Fort,” Hiram said. “After we rest up some, we’ll
scour the Platte for sites.”

They were in good spirits when they fell
asleep, but the same could not be said when they woke up. Hiram, as
usual, was the first to sit up, stretch, and admire the dawning
day. Astonishment tinged with dismay brought him to his feet with
his rifle in his hands.

“Elmer! Wake up! The
horses!”

Always slow to rouse from slumber, Elmer
mumbled, “What? What are you on about?”

“Our horses are
gone!”

“They’re what?” Elmer
sluggishly rose on his elbows and gazed in the direction his
brother was gazing. With an oath, he shot from under his blankets
as if fired from a catapult. “Where are they?”

“How should I
know?”

“But I hammered in the
stakes myself,” Elmer said. “I tied the knots. The horses couldn’t
pull loose.”

Hiram bent over one of the stakes and held
the length of rope still attached to it so his brother could see.
“These were cut. Someone snuck in during the night and stole them
right out from under our noses.”

“Without waking us up?”
Elmer was incredulous.

“We’re stranded
afoot.”

“Maybe we can spot them,”
Elmer said, and ran toward the hollow’s rim. His brother shouted
for him to stop, but Elmer paid no heed. The steep incline slowed
him, but he pumped his legs harder and gained the top.

“Damn it, wait!” Hiram
bellowed.

Elmer shielded his eyes from the glare of
the rising sun and anxiously scanned the prairie in all directions.
The only sign of life was a few birds flitting about in the near
distance. “Damnation!”

Hiram churned up the slope and stopped,
puffing for breath. “That was stupid, running off like you did. You
know as well as I do what those cut ropes mean. We have to stay on
our guard.”

“I’m fine, aren’t
I?”

There was a buzzing sound, and an arrow
caught Elmer high in the right shoulder. The jolt spun him half
around. He stared at the feathers in disbelief. Then the agony
struck.

“Elmer!” Hiram
cried.

Another ash shaft tore through Elmer’s left
thigh even as a third transfixed Hiram’s right arm. Hiram dropped
his rifle. Frantically backpedaling, they threw themselves down the
slope. Hiram rolled, clutching his right arm to his side. Elmer hit
on his left thigh and cried out. At the bottom they shakily rose
and faced the rim.

Unlimbering a pistol, Hiram looped his other
arm around Elmer to help him stand. “We’re in it deep,
brother.”

“Don’t I know it,” Elmer
gasped.

Shoulder to shoulder they retreated toward
the charred embers of their campfire. No arrows sought their flesh.
No war whoops rent the air.

Elmer was struggling to stay conscious,
Hiram trying in vain to glance in four directions at once.

“Where are they?” Elmer
winced. “Why don’t they show themselves?”

“They’re in no hurry.
We’re not going anywhere.”

“I wish we could pull
these arrows out,” Elmer said.

Hiram looked at the shaft that had pierced
his bicep. Blood stained his shirt, and the stain was spreading
“They’re good, whoever they are.”

“How do you figure?” Elmer
asked. “They missed our vitals.”

“They weren’t trying to
kill us,” Hiram explained. “They want us hurt and weak so they can
take their sweet time finishing us off.”

“Sweet Jesus.” Elmer’s
face was as pale as paper. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He gripped
his brother’s shirt. “I don’t want to be tortured.”

“That makes two of
us.”

“We should run for it
before we lose too much blood. Then it will be too
late.”

“It’s already too late,”
Hiram said, and nodded.

Mounted warriors had appeared on the rim.
Two to the north, one each to the east, south, and west. The
warriors had arrows nocked to sinew strings but made no attempt to
use their bows.

Elmer pointed his flintlock but did not
shoot. “Which tribe are they, do you reckon?”

“Comanches.”

“Oh God,” Elmer said. “Oh
God, oh God, oh God, oh God.”

 



 


 


One

 


He was white, but there was much about him
that was red: his shoulder-length black hair, his beaded buckskins,
his moccasins. The sun had burned him darker than most whites, with
the result he looked almost red. But the beard gave him away. The
beard, and his green eyes, twin emeralds that swirled with the
untamed currents and haunting eddies of the wilderness.

He was white, but he was dark. He was tame,
but he was wild. He was at home in two worlds, that of the white
and the red, yet he lived in neither. He had carved his own niche,
a niche for him and his loved ones, and he would live no other
way.

His white name was Nate King. Nathaniel
King, to be specific, after the apostle in the Bible.

His Indian name, a name bestowed on him
years ago by a Cheyenne warrior but now the name by which a dozen
tribes called him, was Grizzly Killer. Of all the white men who
ever lived, of all the red men who ever were, he had slain more
grizzlies than any other. Not by choice. Not by design. In the
early days of the beaver trade, when grizzlies were as thick as
ticks on a Georgia hound, whimsical fate had thrown him into in the
path of grizzly after grizzly It had been fight or die, and he was
fond of breathing.

White by birth, Shoshone by adoption. Two
worlds, the white and the red. Two worlds at war with one another.
Two worlds that refused to get along. Refused to extend the hand of
friendship, preferring instead the bloodied fist of battle. Mutual
loathing was the order of things, so that many thousands of whites
hated the red race for no other reason than they were red, and many
thousands of red men and women hated whites because they were
white.

Two sides, always at each other’s throats.
Two sides, despising one another so fiercely, they waged relentless
conflict. Two worlds that had one trait in common: their
deep-rooted hatred.

Nate King hated neither. He had lived as a
white and he had lived as a red, and he had discovered the two were
much more alike than either was willing to admit. They shared
similar hopes, similar fears. Strip away the different clothes and
the different customs and they were, at their core, people.
Ordinary people.

Nate considered himself ordinary. Others
might disagree. He had sacrificed the prospect of becoming an
accountant at a prestigious New York firm to travel west. In the
Rocky Mountains he began a new life, that of a free trapper. When
the demand for plews peaked, he remained in the mountains. They had
become as much a part of him as his blood. He was one of the first
to become known as a Mountain Man, a hardy new breed that dared any
peril in the pursuit of personal freedom.

Nate did not mind being called that. He
lived in the mountains, and he was a man. A man with a devoted
wife, a lovely Shoshone named Winona who had borne them two
children, a son, now married, and a daughter.

Nate’s wife was the reason, on this scorcher
of a summer’s afternoon, with the blazing sun the only splash of
color in an azure sky, that he reined his dusty bay to a stop on a
low rise and gazed down on the destination he had ridden ten days
to reach. “There it is,” Nate said to the bay. “A lot of bother to
go to, if you ask me, but if it makes her happy, then the bother
was worth it.”

Built on the Arkansas River, Bent’s Fort was
best described as an adobe castle. The siblings who built it,
William and Charles Bent, along with their other brothers, bestowed
the name. Their partner in the enterprise, Ceran St. Vrain,
bestowed his aristocratic manner and a flair for business. The
Bents and St. Vrain were typical of most whites in that their
purpose was to make a lot of money trading with the red man, but
they were not typical in that they did not look down their noses at
their customers.

Far from it. William Bent had been adopted
by the Cheyenne, just as Nate had been adopted by the Shoshones.
Bent had taken another page from Nate’s book and married a Cheyenne
maiden. A chief’s daughter, no less.

The fort, which was not a military post and
was not manned by soldiers, was neutral ground. A place where
warriors from sundry tribes came to barter. Often the warriors were
enemies. Anywhere else, they would fly at one another with the urge
to count coup roaring in their veins. But not at Bent’s Fort. It
was understood that any tribe that broke the truce would be banned,
and the fort was the source of dearly desired articles tribes could
not obtain anywhere else.

Nate had been amazed the first time he set
eyes on the trading post. The years had not diluted his
amazement.

It was huge. The outer walls were more than
three feet thick, rendering them impervious to bullets and arrows,
and close to fifteen feet high. The front and rear walls extended
one hundred and forty feet, the side walls close to one hundred and
eighty. Within those walls was room enough for a two-hundred-man
garrison and several hundred animals.

The comparison to a castle was not romantic
whimsy. Perched atop the northwest and southeast corners were round
towers eighteen feet across manned by lookouts with artillery
pieces. Several times a year the field pieces were set off. To
celebrate holidays, the Bents and St. Vrain claimed. But they also
did it to intimidate the Indians, and it was remarkably
effective.

Entrance to the fort was through a wide gate
in the center of the south wall. A gate that was kept closed for
safety’s sake. Near the door was a small square porthole. Those
wanting to be admitted had to first show themselves at the porthole
under the watchful eyes of the lookouts in the southeast tower and
the sentries on the ramparts.

The small wooden slat slid aside at Nate’s
knock. A ruddy face bristling with a red beard and grimy with dirt
and sweat peered out.

“Who are you, then? You
don’t look entirely white and you don’t look completely Indian. But
you’re certainly not red with those green eyes of yours, or I’m not
an Irishman.”

“My name is King. I’m here
to see Ceran St. Vrain.”

“How is that again?” the
man said. “Sure it is that Mr. St. Vrain does not personally meet
with every rascal who pays us a visit, whether red or white or in
between.”

“You must be new,” Nate
remarked.

“Finnin’s the name, and
yes, boyo, I’ve been here two months. I intend to be here many
more, which is another reason I cannot rush off to do your bidding.
I like me job.”

“He won’t fire you for
fetching him,” Nate said. “He’s expecting me.”

“Well acquainted, are
you?” Finnin said with ripe sarcasm. “Next you’ll be spinning a
yarn about supping with him on occasion.”

“I’ve known Ceran a good
many years,” Nate confirmed. “He and I have shared a table,
yes.”

Finnin chuckled. “Is that
so? And what was your name ag—” He caught himself, and blinked.
“Did you say King?”

“That I did, boyo,” Nate
said, smiling.

“You wouldn’t by any
chance be the gentleman I’ve heard so much about? The one who
brought elk meat last winter when everyone was
starving.”

“One and the same,” Nate
admitted. “I was telling the truth when I said that Ceran and I—”
Nate stopped. The ruddy face had disappeared. There was a
commotion, and a scraping sound as the bar was lifted. He gigged
the bay on through.

“Welcome, Mr. King,”
Finnin said with a bow and a flourish. “Bent’s Fort is at your
disposal.”

“You change with the
wind.”

“I deserve that. But no,
sir, I’m not as fickle as most any female. It’s just that I have me
orders.” Finnin studied him. “So you’re the great man. The legend.
Up there with Bridger and Carson and Shakespeare
McNair.”

“My best friend and
mentor,” Nate said.

“Is that so?” Finnin was
genuinely impressed. “That makes you doubly famous, then. I’ve
heard Mr. St. Vrain mention you. All about how you saved his life
once.”

Nate went to ride on but Finnin had more on
his mind.

“Is it true what folks
say, sir? That you’ve killed more of the giant silver-tipped bears
than any boyo since Adam?”

“So rumor has
it.”

“Humble, are you? Well,
that’s nice. It truly is. But if you have done only half the things
people talk about, you have no cause to make so little of your
accomplishments.”

“If you say so,” Nate
said. “But you shouldn’t believe everything loose tongues and
liquor spill.”

“The men who told me about
you, sir, were as sober as the two of us are right this minute.”
Finnin grinned and winked. “Make that you. I might have had a wee
dram for breakfast to wash down me mush. And now that I think about
it, I forgot the mush.”

Nate grinned. He had taken a liking to the
fellow.

“Look me up later and you
can treat me to a drink,” Finnan proposed.

“Since it’s your invite,
shouldn’t you treat me?”

“I’m Irish. Finagling is
in my blood. But I’ll gladly treat you if you get me drunk
enough.”

Nate chuckled. “I doubt I’ll be here all
that long.”

A short way in, buildings surrounded an open
square. To the right was the blacksmith shop. Past it, the trading
post proper. Along the inside of the west and north walls were
corrals filled with milling horses and mules, a few oxen, and not a
few cattle.

As usual, the post was awhirl with activity.
A large party of traders bound for Santa Fe were buying supplies.
Mingling with the traders were settlers, frontiersmen, and friendly
Indians: Crows, Nez Perce, a number of Cheyenne, but no
Shoshones.

The hitch rail was lined with mounts. Nate
tied his bay to the near end. After stretching to relieve a cramp
low in his back, he cradled his Hawken in the crook of an elbow and
went in. He stopped in the doorway.

The aisles between the shelves were packed
with people. The shelves themselves were crammed with every item
under the sun, or at least every item hardy travelers venturing
into the heart of the unknown would need. Everything from
ammunition to jerky to blankets to an assortment of knives. From
bolts of cloth to tools, lanterns, and lamps. From harness and
bridles to sewing needles, flour, axle grease, shirts, pans and
more. A lot more.

The clerks were hard pressed to keep up with
demand. Scurrying busily about, they answered a hundred and one
questions, or accepted payment.

Nate took one look and promptly turned
around. He did not see St. Vrain, which was just as well. The press
of human flesh was not to his liking. Backing out, he leaned
against a post and debated where to look next.

“I see you made it,
Nathaniel.”

Only one person called Nate by his given
name. Smiling, he turned and held out a large, callused hand.
“Ceran. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“Of course it is,” St.
Vrain said. He was, as always, a fount of suave charm.

The two of them laughed, and Nate said,
“Still the same old Ceran. What can I do to repay you?”

“Friends do not help
friends for a reward,” St. Vrain said. “They do it
because they are
friends.”

Nate did not want to seem too eager despite
the long ride and his yearning to return home, so he asked, “How is
Bill these days?”

“As unflappable as ever,”
St. Vrain replied. “Half the time he is off with the Cheyenne. He’s
a lot like you. He has become so much like the Indians, he could
almost pass for one. But I must admit that his lovely wife, like
yours, is a priceless treasure.”

“I’ll have to remember to
call her that when I get back,” Nate quipped. “It will impress
her.”

“I suppose you are anxious
to learn if your shipment has arrived?” St. Vrain asked. “Worry no
longer. It has. Two weeks ago. I placed them in a back room for
safe keeping. They are quite fragile, and I was afraid something
might happen to them.” He motioned. “Follow me.”

Nate threaded through the press of people in
the post. A redwood among saplings, he towered a full head over
most everyone else. With his broad shoulders and breadth of chest,
he was a living portrait of raw vitality.

“So how is that new valley
of yours?” St. Vrain inquired. “The one you relocated to a while
back?”

“It’s everything we hoped
for,” Nate answered. “We have a cabin on the shore of a lake. My
son and Shakespeare McNair built their cabins nearby. There’s
plenty of game, and so far we’ve only had a few encounters with
hostiles.”

“Only a few?” St. Vrain
grinned. “But to be fair, judging from your past descriptions, it’s
a veritable Eden.”

“Anything new
here?”

“I’m afraid not. More of
the same. More people using the Santa Fe Trail. Which means more
customers. More Indians coming to trade than ever before. Which
also means more customers.”

“I should think that would
make you happy,” Nate remarked.

“A person can only earn so
much money before the rest becomes so much clover,” St. Vrain said.
“To be honest, I am tired of the long hours, the never-ending work.
I relish the thought of spending more time with my family. It could
be I am ready to put myself out to pasture.”

They came to a door at the rear. St. Vrain
opened it and moved along a narrow hall, passing other doors, until
he came to the last one on the right. It opened into a storeroom.
Crates were piled high.

Ceran St. Vrain put his slender hands on his
hips. “Now let’s see. Where exactly did I place them? Ah, yes. Now
I remember.”

There was barely enough space for Nate to
squeeze through to a far corner. He was puzzled when St. Vrain
abruptly stopped and looked about in bewilderment. “Something the
matter?”

“This is deuced peculiar.
I distinctly recall placing them on that crate in the corner, yet
now they’re gone.”

“Someone took them?” Nate
had gone to a lot of trouble to surprise Winona, and it angered him
to think the surprise had been spoiled.

“I don’t see how that
could be,” St. Vrain said. “I gave explicit instructions they were
not to be touched.” He spun. “Come. We will investigate. I
apologize for the delay.”

“It’s all right,” Nate
said. But it was not all right, and if anything had happened to
them, he would be fit to turn into one of the bears he was named
after.

As they came to the main room, the hall door
opened and in hurried one of St. Vrain’s employees, a thin man with
fewer hairs on his head than Nate had fingers.

“Ah. Allan. Just the
person I am looking for.”

“Sir?”

“Remember the two items I
ordered for Mr. King, here? The items I placed in the back
room?”

“Certainly, sir,” Allan
said.

“They are
missing.”

“How can that be,
sir?”

“That is what I would like
to know. They have to be on the premises somewhere. Ask everyone.
Find out who moved them. I will be on the southeast tower with Mr.
King.”

The heat in the square was stifling. Nate
squinted in the harsh glare and said, “The tower?”

“Another train of freight
wagons was due several days ago. I have been keeping an eye out for
them.”

They crossed toward the stairs. Jammed as
the square was with people and animals, they had to pick their way.
St. Vrain glanced over his shoulder to say something to Nate and
inadvertently bumped into a burly mule skinner. “Pardon me,” he
said, and went to go around.

The mule skinner, one of three busy rigging
teams to wagons that would soon depart for Santa Fe, shoved St.
Vrain and growled, “Watch where you’re going, you damn dandy.”

“See here—” St. Vrain
began.

The mule skinner shoved him again, so hard
that St. Vrain stumbled and nearly fell. The reek of alcohol
explained, in part, the man’s belligerence.

Nate, stepping between them, said simply,
“That’s enough.”

“Who the hell asked you to
butt in?” the mule skinner jeered. His clothes, his very body,
reeked worse than the alcohol, and when he showed his teeth in a
snarl, they were yellow, not white. He was big, almost as big as
Nate, with an unkempt beard in dire need of a washing and a jagged
scar down his left cheek. “I should pound you into the ground, you
son of a bitch.”

Nate casually handed his Hawken rifle to St.
Vrain, casually turned, and casually hit the mule skinner a solid
punch to the gut that doubled him over and turned the man’s face
near-purple. “That’s enough out of you.”

“Watch out!” Ceran St.
Vrain cried.

The other two mule skinners were rushing to
help their friend. They were not as big, but they were whipcord and
vinegar, and never hesitated. Together they hurled themselves at
Nate, one attacking high, the other diving low.

Leaping into the air, Nate avoided the
tackle even as his right fist lashed out and connected with a
gristly chin. His feet came down hard on the one who had tried to
tackle him, eliciting a yelp of pain. Skipping sideways, Nate set
himself just as the big mule skinner who had shoved St. Vrain came
at him with both knobby fists swinging.

Nate blocked, dodged, struck. He was not
without experience at rough and tumble, which he proved by landing
several swift flicks that set the big mule skinner back on his
heels.

The three were filthy and they stunk, but
they were not stupid. They separated to come at Nate from different
directions. One was bleeding from the mouth and another had his arm
pressed to his side.

“Whoever you are, mister,”
said the mule skinner who had started it all, “we’re about to
whittle you down to size.” His hand came from behind his back
holding a doubled-edged knife with an antler handle.

“You don’t want to do
that,” Nate said.

“Sure I do.”

The mule skinner feinted
at Nate’s groin, then thrust at his throat. Nate, expecting the man
to fight as dirty as he looked, twisted aside. The blade missed,
but not by much. As quick as a thought, Nate grabbed the man’s
outstretched arm, gripping it by the wrist and the elbow, and
brought his knee up. There was a distinct crack and the man howled like a
stricken wolf and staggered back, the knife falling from fingers
gone limp.

“Damn your hide!” one of
the others roared as he and the third man closed in.

Nate unleashed an uppercut that started at
his knee and ended somewhere above the clouds. It lifted the second
mule skinner off the ground and stretched him out like a board.

That left the last, who suddenly lost
interest. Holding his hands up, palms out, he said, “Enough,
mister. We know when we’re licked.”

Nate had half a mind to knock him down
anyway. But by then half a dozen of St. Vrain’s staff had rushed to
the aid of their employer. The mule skinners were seized, none too
gently, and escorted—one might say dragged—into the blacksmith
shop.

“I am sorry about this,”
St. Vrain said, handing the Hawken back. “The rowdier element
usually has enough sense not to cause trouble. They know I won’t
tolerate it.”

“What will you do with
them?” Nate asked. Not that he gave a good damn. He would as soon
drop them headfirst from the ramparts.

“The one who pulled a
knife on you will be banned from the fort for life,” St. Vrain
said. “The other two will be fined. If they refuse to pay, they too
will be banned.” He made for the blacksmith’s.

The majority of freight outfits bound to and
from Santa Fe laid over at Bent’s Fort to load or unload and take
on provisions. Mule skinners banned from the post were of no use to
their employers. Consequently, the concerns that hired them often
let them go.

The delay chafed at Nate’s nerves. He was
anxious to learn the fate of the presents he had ordered from a
firm in Pennsylvania that specialized in fine china. As he stood
there debating whether to go into the blacksmith shop, a hand fell
lightly on his shoulder.

“Mr. King?”

Nate turned. It was Allan Decker, the head
clerk. “Tell me you found them,” Nate hopefully prodded.

 


“Yes and no.” Decker’s
crestfallen expression hinted the news would not be to Nate’s
liking. “I have a general idea where the washbasin and the pitcher
are.”

“A general idea?” Nate
repeated.

“Yes, sir.” Decker
fidgeted and would not meet Nate’s gaze. “I’m afraid a new employee
made the mistake of selling them.”

Nate rarely lost his temper. He came close
now. “He what?”

Adam’s apple bobbing, Decker said, “A new
clerk. He overheard a young woman mention to her husband how she
would like a pitcher and he remembered seeing the fancy one in the
back room. He had no idea it was yours, Mr. King. No idea it was
being held for you. No one told him.”

“So he sold it to
her.”

“The pitcher and the
washbasin both, yes. About eight days ago. I’m awfully sorry. Mr.
St. Vrain will be extremely upset.”

“He’s not the only one.”
Nate let out a sigh. So much for surprising Winona. “By now the
pitcher and the basin must be halfway to Santa Fe.”

“No, sir,” Decker
said.

Hope flared anew. Nate impulsively gripped
the clerk by the shoulders. “The young couple are still here at the
post?”

“I’m afraid not, sir. But
neither were they bound for Santa Fe.”

Nate thought he understood. “They were on
their way east instead of west? To St. Louis, maybe?”

“No, sir. They told the
new man that they were on their way south.”

Puzzlement furrowed Nate’s brow. “But
there’s nothing to the south but grass, buffalo, and hostiles.”

“You know that and I know
that, Mr. King. But the young couple apparently got it into their
heads that they were going to start up a farm.”

“Dear God.” Nate had heard
some harebrained notions in his time, but this one bordered on
insane. “Did the clerk happen to catch the handles of these two
simpletons?”

“That he did, sir. The
couple who have your pitcher and washbasin go by the names of
Shipley and Cynthia Beecher.”

 



 


 


Two

 


The young couple on horseback had been
riding for days. Both horses were sorrels. Both were more used to
pulling plows than having saddles cinched to their backs.

The man was of less than average height. He
had milky blue eyes and no chin to speak of. He was rail thin
except for his shoulders. Farm work had molded them into bundles of
muscles. He wore homespun and boots and a hat with a floppy brim
that did little to keep the sun from his eyes. Strapped to his
waist was a knife, but it was behind his left hip, where it would
be difficult to reach quickly if the need arose. Slung across his
back by a cord was a rifle. He rode slouched forward, his arms
constantly flapping.

The woman was well under average height.
Everything about her was small: small nose, small mouth, small
ears, small fingers. She looked delicate, even fragile, but the
manner in which she held herself hinted she was tougher than was
apparent. Her eyes, too, were blue, but hers were piercing and
bright. She wore a dress she had made herself, as she had made the
man’s shirt and pants. Where his hair was sandy, hers was as yellow
as the fiery orb that dominated the sky.

Strangely, it was the woman who led their
packhorse. Strange, too, was the fact she rode with much more
assurance than the man, and with a lot less flopping about.

Beside the woman’s horse, not the man’s,
loped a dog. The dog, too, was small, more mongrel than anything
else. A dusky brown, the dog had a high forehead and a long muzzle.
When, from time to time, the dog glanced up at the woman,
unmistakable affection lit its dark eyes. No such affection was
apparent when it glanced at the man.

The new day was only an hour old, yet
already it was unbearably hot. The woman kept looking behind her,
and finally, after the tenth or eleventh time, called out, “Rein
up, Ship.”

The man did so. He gazed quizzically at her
as she came to a stop next to him. “What is it, Cyn?” He always
called her that. Not Cynthia, but Cyn. Just as she always called
him Ship instead of Shipley, but at his request since he liked Ship
better.

“I am sure we are being
followed.”

“You claimed the same
thing yesterday, and the day before.” Shipley Beecher frowned and
stared in the direction they had come. “I still don’t see
anyone.”

“There is someone back
there, I tell you,” Cynthia said. “Whoever it is has been following
us for some time, but they never show themselves.”

“To what end?” Ship
responded. “If they were whites out to waylay us, surely they would
have done so by now. If it were hostiles, surely they would have
attacked before this.” He smiled tolerantly and tolerantly shook
his head. “No, I am afraid that female nature of
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