
The Black Hills

Ezekiel Cool Zombie Western Book 3

THE BLACK HILLS. Copyright © 2020 by Rob Moody. All rights reserved. 

This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Ahead of them, the land sloped gently upward. Beyond that, under a setting sun, they could see trees. Not just the one or two at a time they’d seen along the Missouri and in the hills they’d traveled through since, but a steady line of evergreen. 

“Is that the Black Hills?” Jed asked, sounding as though he didn’t quite dare get excited. They’d been riding for five days.

“Not yet,” Myra answered him, “but we are close.”

“Do you want to camp here, then?” Ezekiel asked. 

“We’re going to end up sleeping in the Black Hills, Sheriff. No need to put it off.”

He disagreed. “If we’re going to die, I’d just a soon put it off.”

Unexpectedly, she laughed. “No Indians will kill us in our sleep. I will show them Charging Bear’s drawing, and I will explain what we need and why we need it.”

Ah yes, the mighty drawing of the leaf. For the last hundred miles, she’d been promising that her silly scrap of hide would deliver them from all sorts of evil. It would save their small party of five—six if one counted the dog—from Indian attack; it would save her from the sickness within her; and it would save the white men from extinction. It was one heck of a drawing, and it looked as though it had been done by a small child. 

“The sooner the Indians find us, the better,” she said. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life looking for this plant.”

Neither did he. Especially if he only had a few more hours left to live. 

Shane was being oddly quiet. Ezekiel glanced back to make sure he was still alive. Unfortunately, the truant private took this as an invitation to speak. “Why, I’m thinking about taking up permanent residence here!” He paused for the laugh that wasn’t going to come. “I’ve always been fond of gold. Let’s skip the searching around in the forest and just go straight to one of the mining camps, ask the miners if they’ve seen any Blood Flower leaves, or plants, or roots, or whatever.” He didn’t give anyone a chance to argue, and Ezekiel sincerely regretted having looked at him. “I’m going to become a miner, I think. It’s a good place for me. There’s no army here, because it’s not our land. At least, not yet. It still belongs to the Indians. So the army won’t be here, and they won’t catch me and string me up for desertion—”

“No one’s going to string you up,” Myra interrupted. “They think you’re already dead. Everyone at Fort Cruel is dead.” She sounded sad, and Ezekiel suspected she was thinking of Kip.

“And I don’t have any family to notify, thanks for asking,” Shane continued. “But even if I did, I would ...”

Ezekiel tuned him out. It wasn’t easy, but he’d been practicing for days now.

“You can ride off to one of the mining camps right now,” Myra said. “We don’t need your help.”

So she was growing tired of him too. 

He laughed as if that was absurd. “If you don’t start appreciating me, maybe I will do just that. But you do need my help, whether you want to admit it or not, especially if, or I should probably say when, someone starts shooting at you. Don’t you worry, I’ll start my mining enterprise quite soon, but first, I’d like to get a little of this Blood Flower root in my pocket myself, just in case I ever encounter this plague again.”

“You won’t,” Myra said with certainty. She was convinced that if she took the root, she’d no longer be able to spread the plague, and it would die. 

Ezekiel wasn’t so sure. He wasn’t sure about any of this. But he didn’t have any better ideas. And now they were riding into the sacred land of the Sioux. Into land thick with trees, where Indians could lie in ambush at just about any spot. “Myra, you do what you will. I’m making camp at the next water we see.”

She laughed again. After days of solemnity, it was strange to hear her so gleeful. Was it the power of the Black Hills? Or was she simply growing hopeful because her plight was almost over? 

Was her plight almost over?
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On their first morning in the Black Hills, Ezekiel woke feeling oddly optimistic. He still wasn’t sure the Black Hills were going to deliver what they’d promised, but at least his people were here now, on the edge. He stoked the fire, made some coffee, and then sat content, waiting for the others to rise.

Shane was the first to wake. “We should go south to Hay Camp. We can’t be too far from there. We could enter the Black Hills there. They call it the gateway to the Black Hills for a reason.” He spoke this last part as if he were on stage in the theater. 

Myra stirred. “We don’t want to enter with everyone else,” she said sleepily. She sat up and glared at Shane.

“We could get some supplies,” Shane continued. “Some real food. My stomach can’t take many more Indian turnip cakes.”

Good, because they didn’t have many more. “Can’t buy food without money,” Ezekiel said. They’d gotten their guns back from Chuckler and his gang, but they hadn’t gotten Myra’s money back. Ezekiel still had the money he’d left Blood Creek with, but that wasn’t enough to speak of. Never dreaming he’d be gone this long, he’d left most of his money, which still wasn’t much, at home.

Jed sat up. “Maybe, if it’s a town, someone would give me some work, and I could get us some money for food.”

Lucky whined, as if he didn’t like this idea.

“We don’t have time for anyone to be looking for work, and especially you, Jed,” Myra said, rolling her blanket. “These camps aren’t towns. They’re lawless cesspools.”

Shane snickered. “Interesting opinion, coming from a woman who used to run liquor and women. I’m glad you’re able to take the high ground.”

Ezekiel’s contentment was gone, and his optimism was fading fast. 

“We’ll be a lot safer in the camps,” Shane continued, “then we will be wandering around in the forest. It’s not the miners who are dangerous. It’s the Indians. They killed a preacher on his way to Deadwood. A preacher! Can you imagine—”

Myra interrupted his attempted tirade with a bitter laugh. Then she mumbled, “That wasn’t Indians.”

Shane kept arguing, but Ezekiel ignored him, hoping this would make the sudden throbbing pain in his temple recede. 

“We’ll find some game in the forest,” Myra said. “Let’s get going.”

They broke camp, and Ezekiel started west, into the trees. 

“Wait,” Myra said.

He pulled up.

“Let’s go along the edge for a bit.” She pointed her chin northwest.

He waited for an explanation.

She sighed. “I’m trying to listen to the spirits.” She paused, sounding less confident than usual. While he admired her normal steadfast confidence, he found this sudden vulnerability endearing. “They may tell me where to find the Blood Flower.”

“A week ago, I would’ve said there was no such thing as spirits,” Shane said to no one in particular. Not for the first time, Ezekiel wondered if he talked a steady stream when he was all alone.

They rode northwest. 

“When are we going to start looking?” Shane asked Myra.

“I am looking.”

“From horseback?”

Ezekiel didn’t want to admit that Shane might have a point. “How big is the leaf?” The crude drawing in their possession gave no reference for size. 

She didn’t answer. 

He surmised that this meant she didn’t know. “Might be better if we look on foot, then?”

Again, no answer. After a minute, “I’ll look on foot when we are close.” 

Oh right. She was listening to the spirits.

He scanned the mostly green ground for a leaf that looked a lot like most other leaves and continued to ride. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He looked into the trees and saw, in the early morning sunlight, an Indian on horseback.

Shadow Man.

Ezekiel blinked. When he opened his eyes, he was gone.

“What is it?” Jed asked.

Ezekiel had pulled up. He scanned the shadows. “Nothing. I thought I saw something.” 

“The leaf?” Shane cried, excited. 

Not the leaf. Not anything. Except he had seen something, hadn’t he? But if so, where had the man gone? Even a mystery man couldn’t just disappear into thin air. No, it couldn’t have been him. He wouldn’t have ridden all this way, ridden hard to get ahead of them, would he? Had he found out that Charging Bear had told them about the Blood Flower? Had he come all this way to stop them from acquiring the cure?

“What is it?” Myra had stopped now too, and had turned her horse to look at him.

He shook his head, gave the trees one last look, and started again. “Sorry.”

She didn’t move until he came alongside her. “Tell me.”

He shook his head. He wasn’t going to admit to Myra that sometimes he saw things that weren’t there. Had Shadow Man cast another curse? Was he trying to trouble Ezekiel’s thinking? His mind had been as clear as spring water all the way across the prairie, so if Shadow Man had cursed his mind, it was only now taking effect. He rode past Myra, who was staring at him, displeased.

She caught up to him. “Did you see him?”

He looked at her sharply. “See who?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Who do you think? Shadow Savior.”

Ezekiel let his surprise show. “Why? Have you seen him?”

She shushed him. “Don’t let the others hear. Yes, I have. A few times.”

Ezekiel had a question in his head, but he didn’t want to ask it out loud.

Myra answered it anyway. “I’m not sure if he’s really here, though.”
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Jed let out a cry of surprise. “What in tarnation is that?”

“Watch your words,” Myra scolded.

From behind her, Shane laughed derisively. “More moral counsel from our soiled dove.”

Ezekiel gave him a look that promised he would shoot him dead and then squinted to see whatever had Jed so excited. At first, he only saw empty land, but then he saw movement. Slow—but steady—movement. Like a long line of bugs creeping along the horizon—a wagon train. 

“That,” Myra replied tonelessly, “is the end of a lot of things.”

“Must be going to Deadwood,” Shane said, “or Gayville—”

“Or any other ruinous camp spreading its foul roots,” Myra said. She turned to her left. “Let’s get into the woods.”

Ezekiel was certain it hadn’t been the spirits who’d told her to do that. 

“Wait!” Jed cried. “They’re on a road? There’s a road to the Black Hills? Why didn’t we take it?”

“We started too far south,” Myra explained, sounding defensive. “It would have been out of our way. And really, do you want to be part of that?”

Ezekiel took another look, at the wagons and horses inching along, nose to stern. He didn’t want to imagine all the different kinds of trouble that kind of congestion could cause. 

“We made better time, and had a better time of it. And it’s not a road. It’s an old buffalo trail.” She took another look. “Although, I suppose it may be a road now.”

Jed gave the small white bumps on the horizon another long look. “That’s a lot of people.”

“Come on, son,” Ezekiel said, and followed Myra into the trees. They were relatively thin, at first, and Ezekiel didn’t feel they were closing in on him, but he dreaded the time that feeling would come. He liked to be able to see a ways in every direction. Wouldn’t be able to do that in tree-covered hills.

“All those white people makes me worry less about the Indians,” Shane said.

Ezekiel nodded. Maybe, but it made him worry about all the white people. He’d known these hills were filling up with dreamers and fools. He’d seen so many of them go past his town on riverboats, sometimes stopping for a bit to tell everyone how rich they were going to become. But he hadn’t realized how many people were traveling this way until he saw that road. And he knew that road was only an indication of the real state of things.

Myra rode slowly, still scanning the ground, as the trees grew closer together and the shadows multiplied. Then they were going uphill, and Shane told them all about the time he caught a catfish in the Missouri. It had weighed more than three hundred pounds, apparently. He’d needed help to carry it.

“Will you please shut your mouth!” Myra cried, sounding more emotional than usual.

“This is asinine.” Shane stopped. “I’m getting closer to the ground.” He slid to the ground and started leading his horse, as he bent over and examined every plant.

Ezekiel wasn’t sure Shane’s method was much better than Myra’s, but at least he was quiet now.

“I don’t feel so good,” Jed said quietly.

Ezekiel looked at him. He didn’t look sickly. “Probably hungry?”

Jed nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. “Probably.”

To the west, a gunshot sounded, and Jed jumped.

“Must be one of those white people shooting a white preacher for no reason,” Shane said.

Jed looked spooked. 

“Don’t worry,” Ezekiel said. “You’ll be hearing more gunfire. Doesn’t have to be a bad thing. People are hunting for their breakfast.”

After a minute, Jed said again, “But there were a lot of people on the road. Are there more people already here?”

Ezekiel nodded. “Many more. And more coming.”

Jed was pale. What was wrong with him?

“How many people, do you reckon?”

“Couple a thousand, probably,” Shane said, as if he were the authority.

This only disturbed Jed further.

“What is it, son?” Ezekiel asked.

Myra was fifty feet ahead of them now, but she called back. “He’s worried about the sickness coming here.”

Ezekiel looked at Jed. “Is that it?”

Jed nodded. “If it comes here, we won’t be able to stop it this time.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 4


[image: ]


Ezekiel shot a rabbit, and they stopped for lunch. Why had Shadow Man cursed Blood Creek of all places? Now that Ezekiel had caught a glimpse of the magnitude of operations in the Black Hills, why hadn’t he cursed this place? Had there been particular prospectors in Blood Creek that he’d tried to stop? Had he thrown his curse about willy-nilly and Blood Creek was the place it had caught? Had it caught elsewhere too? He was fairly certain that, if it had caught here, word would have traveled. 

Myra came over and sat beside him. “Penny for your thoughts.”

He swallowed a bite of meat. “You don’t have a penny.”

She laughed hollowly. “That’s my fault. You’d think I’d never been robbed before.”

He didn’t understand.

She sighed. “I should have kept some money on my person. Was stupid to have it all in one bag. Anyway, you were contemplative. What about?”

He shrugged. “Nothing of note.”

“Fine. Don’t tell me.”

He chuckled. “Really. I was thinking about all of it. But it amounted to nothing.”

She nodded and looked ahead of them. “Then let’s get searching again.”

“Wait.” He grabbed her arm before she could get up. “Could I get another look at the picture?”

She produced it quickly. 

He examined it, again wishing it had more detail. His conscience was pricked. He should be thankful that Charging Bear had even tried. He’d probably drawn the picture quickly


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BﬂackaHnMS*

EIN: EZEKIEL (,()()l Z()MBII -,\’VLE’TLRN
TR = S SIAES Y

i G Q4





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





