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The Shining Mountains 3

The Terror of The Lewis Mountain Range

––––––––

Barrett Trading Post West

Flathead Country

August, 1833

––––––––

Twenty three year old trading post owner Becky Barrett  turned towards the east. She stared resolutely at the distant mountains, a strange look on her face.

“What is it?” Josiah Cannon said. 

Cannon, once the richest man in Virginia, was now completely broke except for some funds he had on deposit with Becky. He had squandered a million dollar fortune searching the west for Cole Randall, who had killed Cannon’s  son in self defense in Alexandria and had then fled to the west. In Cannon’s world, self defense meant nothing but a death sentence from a crooked judge. Now, after 7 years of fruitless searching, Cannon drifted in and out of reality, unable to remember  who he was looking for. All that remained of his quest was a ruined drawing of the boy, which had rotted away to almost nothing. Little did he know that Randall lived  mere miles away in the village of Medicine Crow.

“I don’t know,” Becky said quietly. “Something isn’t right out there. I don’t know what it is.”

“Ask your friend Jackson. He knows more about this country than anybody.”

“Johnson,” she said. “His name is Johnson.” 

Becky went and found Right Hand Johnson in the tavern of the new post, which had replaced the previous Choteau post.  Pierre Choteau  had turned against the mountain men after suspecting them of killing his brother Auguste, who had previously owned Becky’s other post on the Kansas River. Of course they had done it, deservedly so, and now the plague of the Choteaus had been removed from the west.

Auguste had decided that mountain men would be better customers if they were dead, but his plans backfired. He was brutally killed by Snow Star, a fourteen year old Pawnee girl who had been entrusted to Becky’s care by Small Raven, a Pawnee chief. Pierre had later been dispatched by mountain man Dan McNeil, who had ordered Choteau to be buried alive. Now, Becky owned two posts. Backed by a fortune in gold acquired by various means, Becky and the mountain men now ruled the west.

Becky grabbed Right Hand and dragged him outside. 53 year old Johnson, who had lost his left hand to a bear trap as a youngster, was a legend among the mountain men and was  generally recognized to be the best shot in the west. “Come here, I want to show you something,” she said.

“Keep yer pants on, Left Hand,” 36 year old mountain man Dan McNeil gurgled. He was quite drunk. Johnson went outside with Becky. She pointed at the distant peaks.

“What are those?” she said.

“Mountains, ya dumb shit,” Johnson laughed.

“I know that. Which ones?”

“The Lewis Range, they call it now. After Merriweather Lewis, the explorer. Why?”

“There is something........I don’t know. I’ve seen a lot of mountains before, but when I look at those, something makes me very afraid, and I don’t know why. Has anybody ever explored that area?”

“Nah, Lewis and Clark went through the pass and kept going. Ain’t nothing up there but rock goats accordin’ to what they put in their journal. Ain’t no reason to go up there and look around.”

“Yes there is,” Becky said. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s going to be one of the most awful things you ever saw in your life.”

”Then I reckon I’ll stay here,” Johnson said. “There be a lot of strange things hereabouts. There be land no human bein’ ever seen, and some they never will. Who knows what be up there. Maybe dancin’ girls  and a saloon. No need to go find out, either. Them that does that don’t always come back.”

“Do you know if anybody ever went up there?”

“Not that I recall. Mountain men like to look at the mountains, not go climbin’ around on ‘em. I figger if the Almighty made ‘em that hard to get to, he done it for a reason.”

“I’m going to find out,” Becky said. “I have to. I never felt so afraid in my life as when I look at those mountains. I have to find out why.”

“Talk to the Flathead chief before ya do somethin’ stupid. He’ll know something if anybody does. Me, I think you got nothin’ to worry about.”

“All right, I will.”

The Flathead Nation

Chief Big Face 

August, 1833

––––––––

“Hello, Chief,” Becky said as she was escorted into the leader’s teepee. “I am honored to meet with you. I bring great gifts.”

“You should,” Chief Big Face said, looking away, trying not to laugh. “You are a white woman. What gifts do you bring?”

“Tobacco, sugar, coffee, the glass that sees, cloth for your  squaws, and sweets for the children.”

“No guns?” Big Face said.

“Are you fucking serious?” Becky laughed. “Oh, sorry. I tend to cuss a bit. No guns. That is forbidden.”

Big Face grunted. “I will accept your gifts, as we trade with the white trappers. They mean us no harm. The one known as Purcell pays my people well to do his work. Why do they send a woman? Where is Johnson?”

“Johnson is busy. I am Becky Barrett. I own the two posts the Choteaus used to have.”

“Choteau,” Big Face said. He spat on the ground. “How do you say it......piece of shit,” he grinned.

“Yes. And they are both dead.”

“Good. What do you want from me? I have great responsibilities. I do not have time to talk to a white woman,” the Chief said, looking away.

“You are so full of shit your eyes are brown,” Becky laughed. 

“What did you say to me?” Big Face laughed.

“You heard me. I want to know about the mountains.  Johnson said you would know.”

“What mountains?” Big Face said cautiously.

“Come outside and I will show you,” Becky said.

The chief followed her, and she pointed at the Lewis Range. Big Face gasped and immediately went back into the teepee.

“You are not to go there,” he said nervously. “It is forbidden.” 

“Why?”

“Because we say so. No Indians go there. Not the Crow, not the Blackfeet, not the Sioux, and not our people.”

“But why?”

“You do not need to know why. Only that it is forbidden. That place is bad medicine. What is wrong with you?” he exclaimed. “What interest do you have in this place?”

“I feel fear when I see it,” Becky said. “Bad fear. I do not know why.”

“Then you should heed that fear,” Big Face said. “You do not need to know why. That fear you feel is real.”

“You know about this place, don’t you.”

“I do,” Big Face said, turning away. “But only what the tribal elders say. It is a bad place.”

“Why? What is so bad there? I need to know.”

Big Face got up and stared out at the children playing in his camp, and the women preparing the hides from the last buffalo hunt. He nodded in contentment as he saw the normal life of his people taking place. He turned to Becky.

“You want this?” he said quietly. “I know of you. You are a very determined woman. You are brave, as the whites say. You have a great desire to know of this place. Your desire to know is because you see it from a great distance and you are afraid. Does that not make any sense to you? How afraid would you be if you went there?”

“I don’t know,” Becky shrugged. “Maybe not at all, if there is no reason for it.”

“There is always a reason for fear,” Big Face said. 

“Johnson said there are only rock goats there.”

“He has not been there.”

“Who has? Somebody must have gone up there for everybody to be so afraid of the place.” 

“Look outside,” Big Face said. “Do you see my people? They are happy. They go about their life and worry about nothing. That is because they respect tradition and the elders. They do not question us when we tell them what is best for their lives. You do not respect what I tell you. You would be foolish to go there.”

“I  want to do this,” Becky said. “Tell me about it.”

Just then, a village leader came into the teepee. Big Face pointed at Becky and said something in the Salish language. The brave stared at her, a look of terror on his face. He backed up, crossed himself, and ran from the teepee.

“That was a big help,” Becky said.

“I will bring White Hawk to speak with you, He is a shaman. He knows of this place where you will die.” Big Face left, and returned a few minutes later with an ancient Indian. The shaman nodded at Becky and sat down. 

“She wishes to know of the forbidden place,” Big Face said. “She wants to go there.”

“You must not,” White Hawk said quickly. “What put this foolish idea in your head?”

“I feel fear when I look at those hills. I want to find out why. Has anyone been there?”

“One man, many years ago,” White Hawk said. “When he came back, he spoke of things no man has ever seen. After that, he had many bad dreams, and he could not speak any more. He died that same week.”

“What did he say?”

“He saw great animals,” White Hawk said. “You do not want to see these things. They are so terrible that no man, white or Indian, can defeat them.”

“Will you give me people to take me there?” Becky said to the chief.

“No, I will not,” Big Face said. “You may go now. Our visit is over. You will not listen. I know about people like you. I wish you well.”

“Thank you,” Becky said as she got up to go. “When I figure this out, I will come back and tell you.”

“Do not make me sing your death chant,” Big Face said.

Becky went back to the post where Right Hand, Jake Stanton, and Dan McNeil were sitting at their table.

“Ya happy now?” Johnson said. “I kallate the chief set ya straight.”

“Typical Indian horse shit,” Becky said. “You know, don’t go there, it’s full of monsters, don’t make me sing your death chant.”

“He said that?” Jake said. “That be serious shit when an Injun sees yer fate.”

“He didn’t see anything,” Becky said. “I don’t believe a word he said. What animals could be up there besides the goats Right Hand says live there?”

“Stupid goats,” Johnson grinned. “Them that made  Danny boy.”

“Die, you old bastard,” McNeil grumbled. “Always makin’ me out to  be stupid, ever since I come here.”

“And you been stupid ever since you arrived,” Johnson  smiled through a haze of pipe smoke. “I seen dogs what was smarter than you, and dogs lick their own privates.”

“And you damn near married one of ‘em,” Dan snapped. “Even bought  her a little wedding dress.”

“You still humpin’ that old Flathead squaw?” Right Hand said curiously. “She be so old she served vittles at the last supper.”

“I got yer last supper,” Dan grinned. “Say when ya want to eat it.”

“Stop,” Becky said. “Why can’t you pay attention?”

“To what?” Johnson said. “You been here three years, own two trading posts, and filled  a whole graveyard by your own self. You and that kid you torture us with. You feel somethin’ awful when you looks at them hills, but you ain’t got enough sense to let it go and stay down here where ya belong. No, not Becky Barrett, she got to stick her nose where it don’t belong. Maybe whatever be up there will cut it off for ya.”

“That is not what I wanted to hear,” Becky said.

“I know what ya want to hear,” Johnson nodded. “And you ain’t gonna hear it from me. You stay outta them hills, or pay the price. There be some things hereabouts no man or woman got no business meddlin’ with. I has said my peace.”

“And I said mine,” Becky said. “I’m going up there. With you or  without you.”

“Without,” Johnson said. “Remember one thing. We got no way to give you a proper burial if you disappear up there.”

“I won’t disappear,” Becky said. “You can count on that.”

“Lots of men disappeared around here,” Johnson said. “They go up into the wild country, and that be it fer them. Places like that got the hex on ‘em. Old Man Andrews went into one of ‘em, and had him an Injun guide. The Injun went around a little bend in the trail near some rocks, and was never seen again. He just vanished, and it were right out in the open. Andrews high tailed it out of there and never went back.”

“So none of you big brave men will go with me?”

“Nope. Brave be one thing. Stupid be another.”

Becky went back outside, and again her gaze was drawn to the distant range as if by some compulsion nobody could control or explain. The same feeling of dread washed over her, but she shook it off and went back inside. She found Snow Star, and sat down next to her.

“We have something to do,” she said quietly.

“What we do?” Snow Star said.

“I don’t know,” Becky said. “Maybe die.”

The next day, Becky and Snow Star took some provisions and mounted up.

“Watch yer topknot,” Jake said. “Stay to the wood line and make a cold camp. You git took by the Crow or the Blackfeet, you show ‘em these.” He took off his chief’s medallions and handed them over. “You tell ‘em you is sanctified through Tall Elk. That be me.”

“What’s his Indian name?” Becky said, pointing at Dan. “Dumb Elk?”

Snow Star looked at Dan and started to moan and rut her hips.

“Get that damn dirty kid out of here!” Dan roared. “Little heathen. I can’t take no more of her.”

“You take this,” Snow Star giggled. She pulled her pants down and mooned Dan, then farted.

“She got you again, Danny boy,” Johnson hooted. “That fart be special, just fer you. She be a heller.”

“Ya git your ass out of here,” Dan yelled, trying not to laugh.

“Ass good,” Snow Star giggled. “You lick. Bon gout. You only get coyote ass, no girl.”

“Leave Dan alone,” Becky sighed. “We have work to do.”

“Git to it,” Johnson said. “And don’t say you wasn’t warned.”

The Lewis Mountain Range

August, 1833

––––––––

Becky and Snow Star made their way to the Lewis Range and started up through the Flathead Pass, as Lewis and Clark had named it.

“It’s quiet here,” Becky said.

“Too quiet,” Snow Star said. “Bad place. Why we come here?”

“Because we have to,” Becky said. “There is something here, and I want to find out what it is.”

“This  thing eat you,” Snow Star muttered, her hand drifting to her Hawken.

They climbed a thousand feet, and the pass leveled out. Becky could see the decline in the distance, where Lewis and Clark had come from. To their left was another path, like a road.

“Let’s go here,” she said. “To the left.”

“No!” Snow Star said quickly. “No go there. This bad. All Pawnee know this.”

“Oh stop,” Becky sighed. “That’s just a bunch of superstition. No Pawnee  ever came here, did they?”

“No. Too smart  to come here. You do stupid thing, you see soon.”

They ambled on, and came to a meadow a mile wide. In the middle was a deep blue lake. Behind it were strange trees she had never seen before.

“This is beautiful,” Becky said. Snow Star looked around.

“This dead place,” she said. “Where oiseaux?”

Becky looked and listened. “You’re right,” she said. “There are no birds.” The silence of the place was deafening. She saw no animals, no insects, nothing. There was no sign of life of any kind. “Let’s look at the lake.” They went down to the water’s edge, and Becky saw a huge fish. “See that? Fish. All is not lost.”

“You lost,” Snow Star said nervously. “Look again. Fish have big teeth. No fish like this here. I no like this place. We go.”

“Why? Because of  some crazy Indian stories? Where are the monsters? I don’t see anything.”

“You see soon enough,” Snow Star said. “Then you be sorry.”

Becky circled the lake, and found a flat desolate area. In the ground like an engraving was......what? What the hell was that? She got off her pony and knelt down.

“Look,” she whispered. “Come here and see this.”

Snow Star dismounted and came over. She stared at the ground and backed up.

“This bad,” she said, pointing. “This monster.”

There in the ground were the perfect fossilized remains of a Tyrannosaurus Rex.

“Jesus,” Becky whispered. “What is this?” The fossilized skeleton was over forty feet long and 14 feet tall. 

“Bad thing,” Snow Star said as she jumped on her pony. “Have to go.”

“Come on,” Becky laughed. “This thing probably died over a million years ago.”

“Have family,” Snow Star said. She turned her pony and bolted down the road.

“Family,” Becky sighed as she mounted up. “I’m really worried.” She started off down the road. Behind her, eyes watched with great interest.

Barrett Trading Post West
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“What did you see up there?” Johnson said when Becky and Snow Star came in.

“Not much,” Becky said. “Although there was something in a field near a lake, like it got buried and turned to stone a long time ago.”

“That be called a fossil,” Johnson said. “It be some animal or something that lived a long time ago, before humans become a plague on this earth. Like McNeil.”

“Eat shit and choke on it,” Dan grumbled.

“How long ago were they here?” Becky said.

“Nobody knows. More years than anybody can count. Millions, maybe. Before Danny boy’s stupid ancestors stared humpin’ and makin’ dummies. How big were it?”

“Big,” Becky said. “Fifteen paces long and five tall. It had a huge head with teeth over a foot long. Like a big lizard.”

“Damn,” Johnson said. “That be one big bastard. I heard about them things livin’ here years ago, but nobody ever found no remains.”

“Well it’s there,” Becky said. “Maybe that’s what the Indian legends are about.”

“No Injuns will go up there,” Johnson said. “How you get a legend from nothin’?”

“Horse shit stories. Somebody must have seen this thing in the ground. Big Face’s shaman said one man went up there and died a week later, scared out of his mind. He probably saw the fossil.”

“You sure the one in the ground be the only one?” Johnson grinned.

“Have family!” Snow Star yelled. “Becky no listen. I know. I smell this thing. Everything dead  up there. This thing eat.”

“Kid got a point,” Johnson said. “Ain’t no critter alive got a better smeller than the Injun. What it smell like, Snow Star?” Johnson said.

“Smell like dead,” Snow Star said. “I no go back there.”

“You’ll go,” Becky said. “I want another look.”

The Lewis Mountain Range
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“Over here,” Becky said. She went past the 45 foot fossil and stopped near a huge cave.

“I no go in there,” Snow Star said. “You crazy.”

“No, not  inside. Look at this. What is this?” She pointed at a large pile of branches and straw, some ten feet across.

“Nest. Have to go,” Snow Star said quickly.

“No,” Becky said. “Look, you’re right. There are eggs in here. Let’s take one,” she giggled.

“You take, you die. It mother find you and kill you.”

“Horse shit,” Becky laughed. “Even if it is from one of those things, they won’t miss one.” She took one of the eggs, which was the size of  a loaf of bread, and put it in her saddlebag. “If it hatches, we’ll bring it back.”

Hours later, as they reached the bottom of the range, Becky heard one of the most god-awful distant screams she had ever heard in her life.

“What was that?” she said, looking back.

“Mother,” Snow Star said. “You make big mistake.”

Barrett Trading Post West
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“What in hell is that?” Johnson exclaimed when Becky came in. 

“Nothing,” Becky said as she headed for the back.

“She find egg,” Snow Star said. “Thing make egg make big noise. No happy. Maybe come here.”

“Becky!” Johnson yelled. “Git yer dumb ass out here.”

Becky came out, an innocent look on her face. “What?”

“You know what,” Johnson said. “You got some egg from some critter?”

“Could be a big bird,” Becky shrugged. “Who knows.”

“You want to find out? That be one big damn egg. That ain’t from no damn bird. I told ya not to mess around up there, but ya wouldn’t listen, would ya.”

”You worry too much,” Becky said. “Everything is under control There are no monsters,” she sighed. “Just stories.”

“Sure,” Johnson said. “Whatever laid that damn thing ain’t gonna throw no cotillion party when it comes around to see where its egg be. You done brought down a lot of trouble on yourself now.”

“Horse shit,” Becky said. “I’m going to go see the Flathead chief tomorrow and teach him a lesson. Monsters my ass,” she laughed. “Probably a big parakeet.”

The Flathead Nation

Chief Big Face 
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“Hello, Chief,” Becky said as she was escorted into Big Face’s tent. “Are you well?”

“I am well,” Big Face sighed. “Why are you here again?”

“I want to talk. We went up to the mountains.”

“Then you are a fool,” Big Face said. “You bring this evil on my people? Why?”

“What evil?  There is nothing there. Well, nothing that I could see. I found a nest.”

“What is this word nest?”

“The place where the  bird makes its lodge. To lay  its eggs.”

“Oh. You find lodge for bird?”

“Not exactly. This was bigger. A lot bigger.”

“How big?” the chief said, a look of terror on his face.

“As big as this  teepee.”

“You.......what did you do?” Big Face yelled, vaulting to his feet.

“I took one of the eggs,” Becky said. “It was this big,” she said, holding her hands about a  foot and a half apart.

“Go away from here,” Big Face said. “You do a bad thing. We will all die because of what you did.”

“Oh come on,” she laughed. “It’s an egg, What can it be, some bird? You think a bird will kill all your people?”

“No bird,” Big Face said. “You see soon. Go away from my village. No come back.”

Becky got up and went back to the post.

––––––––
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“Bastard kicked me out. Told me not  to come back.”

“Ya won’t listen,” Johnson said. “You got that egg, you wait until you see what comes out of it before you talk shit about the chief. Maybe he be right. You ever think about that?”

“No, because there has never been anybody  who saw one of these things, these monsters everybody talks about. It is all fairy tales. You show me one.”

“You seen that fossil,” Johnson said. “How would you like to meet one of them things in person? You ain’t no damn scientist, you know. Maybe them things lay eggs. Snakes do, I know that. You put that egg by the stove to keep it warm?”

“Yes.”

“Sleep with yer Hawken, then,” Johnson nodded. “I know I will.”

“For what?” she laughed “A baby bird?”

“You is the one who was scared shitless over them hills. Now you go up there and bring back some egg and don’t expect nothin’ to happen? Yer brain gone soft?”

“We shall see,” Becky said. “I don’t believe a word of it. There is nothing in that egg that can hurt anybody.”

That night, Becky heard the distant screams of something that made her skin crawl. It was the most horrible thing she had ever heard; it was a mixture of sadness, hatred, frustration, and revenge. Suddenly she didn’t feel so good about what she had done. The next morning, she came down to the bar to have breakfast. Johnson was there, with Cannon.

“Good morning, Josiah,” she said. 

“Good morning. Johnson tells me you took something from a nest in those hills,” Cannon said. “Near a large fossil.”

“Yes, an egg. It was in a big nest on the ground.”

“How big is this egg?” Cannon said. Becky held her hands up and showed him. “Jesus Christ,” he whispered. “And I thought I was crazy.”

“You is crazy,” Johnson nodded. “But I think ya met yer match.”

“That’s no bird egg,” Cannon said. “Birds that nest on the ground are no bigger than a chicken.”

“Ain’t no chicken laid what she got,” Johnson nodded. “Whatever  made that egg got a sore ass, I kallate.”

“Was it the only egg there?”

“No. There were three others.”

“My God, woman, you saw a fifty foot fossil of a giant lizard, and you take an egg that size out of a nest? Did it occur to you that those things could still be living up there?”

“Johnson said the fossil was probably  a million years old. They should have died out by now.”

“Then what laid that egg?”

“I don’t know,” Becky said, her thoughts drifting to the awful screams she had heard in the distant night. 

Snow Star came out and sat down. She had a plate of food and a cup of coffee. She looked at Cannon, pointed at Becky, and twirled her finger next to her temple.

“This crazy woman,” she said.

“I am not,” Becky said. 

“You hear noise last night?” Snow Star said.

“Yes.”

“That mother. She come eat your face soon. Smell you, find you, kill you. Take egg back home.”

“The girl has a point,” Cannon said. “Animals have a very unique ability to follow a scent trail. Right, Johnson?”

“Yep. If there be some big critter up there all pissed off because you stole her kid, you is in big trouble. Best take that thing back while you can.”

“That may not be quite as easy as it sounds,” Becky said.

“Why not?” Johnson said.

“It’s starting to hatch.”

“Him come out soon, then you get ass beating,” Snow Star giggled. 

“It’s......hatching?” Cannon said.

“Yes. There are two big cracks in it now. And it.....moves.”

“I think Bill Bretton be calling me,” Johnson said. “You best load them fancy artillery pieces you got outside. You’re gonna need ‘em if that thing’s Ma pays a visit here. Might be more’n one of ‘em, too.”

“I’m not going to kill its mother,” Becky said.

“If it’s as big as that fossil, you might not be able to kill it,” Cannon said.

“It isn’t coming here,” Becky sighed. “It’s got to be forty miles away. And it rained. That washes away the scent, doesn’t it?”

“Depends on how good the critter’s smeller be,” Johnson said. “But rain usually does get rid of the trail.”

“What if it is one of those big lizards?” Cannon said. “What in God’s name will you do with it?”

“We’ll do what we did with Moon Cloud,” Becky giggled. “We’ll take care of it, and when it’s big enough we’ll take it back. I’m sure the mother will be happy to see it.”

“You too,” Snow Star muttered. “Have Becky with biscuits and gravy.”

“Well it’s too late now,” Becky said. “It’s going to be a baby......something. Maybe it will just lay there and drink milk.”

“Drink rum, bite off your head,” Snow Star grinned.

Jake and Dan came in and grabbed some food. Jake looked at Becky with a raised eyebrow.

“You seen yer egg lately?”

“Yes. I checked it this morning.”

“Son of a bitch is moving. Something be ready to come out.”

“I’m sure it’s going to be harmless,” Becky said. “It’s a baby. It will be helpless.”

“I seen wolf pups tear a baby buffler in half,” Jake said. “Wild critters know how to kill when they is born. That’s how they stay alive. I don’t know what you got in there, but I bet it ain’t  gonna be some critter you kin pet and hand feed.”

“How do you know?” Becky said. “Maybe it will like us,” she giggled. “I can make buckskins for it and teach it to bite Dan.”

“That thing comes at me and it’s gonna have a short life,” Dan nodded. “I ain’t gonna be et by no lizard.”

“Voudriez-vous être mangé par une fille à la place?” Snow Star smiled.

“Ya keep yer dirty mouth shut,” Dan said, pointing his knife at Snow Star. “Askin’ me if I’d rather get et by a girl instead.” She laughed at him and shook her head.

“Come do,” she said, pointing at Dan’s Black. “Have knife stuck in ass.”

“She kin do it too,” Johnson cackled. “Remember what she done to Hugh Ballard? Weren’t enough left of him to make a decent pot of stew.”

“Never mind Ballard,” Dan said. “You got some monster in there and it gits loose, don’t blame us. You won’t listen to nobody, and ya never would. I’ll shoot that fuckin’ thing full of holes if it looks crosswise at me.”

“Oh stop, will you? All this fuss over a bird. Thing will probably eat worms and fly away. How do you know what made those eggs? You assume it was something like that fossil. You don’t even know how those lizards made their young.”

“Me know,” Snow Star giggled. She closed her eyes and starting moaning while she writhed obscenely in her chair.

“Stop that, ya damn piggy bastard!” Dan laughed.

“We have to name it,” Becky said. “Any suggestions?”

“Call it Pierre, after Choteau,” Johnson laughed. “One pig-eyed bastard be as good as the next.”

Just then, Chester “Fat Bastard” McHugh, all 650 pounds of him, came into the bar. He pulled up a pair of chairs and sat down. Snow Star eyed him up and down.

“Play game?” she said.

“No eatin’ contests with you,” Fat said. “Or no slappin’ either. You wanna play that slappin’ game, you do it with Dan.”

“Me beat Dan’s ass before,” she shrugged. “Do again, Dan?”

“No, damn it. Tell Fat what dumb ass Becky done, Right Hand.”

Fat took his platter from the cooks and nodded. “Better not be no more Brits comin’ around,” he said. “You start a scuffle with somebody, Becky?”

“Her make  big fight soon,” Snow Star said. “Then she be dinner for big animal. Becky soup.”

“She went up to the Lewis Range,” Right Hand said.

“That place be bad medicine,” Fat nodded. “What for she go there?”

“Oh, she felt scared lookin’ up there, so she figgered to go see why. She took somethin’ she shoulda left there.”

“What’s that?” Fat said as he chomped away.

“A big fuckin’ egg. Bigger than yer  damn head. And it be ready to hatch.”

“Johnson be right,” Jake said. “I seen it. Damn thing is movin’ around near the stove.”

“Yer kiddin’,” Fat said. “What for you do somethin’ that stupid? You got no idea what be in that egg.”

“Another worry wart,” Becky said with a wave of her hand.

“The nest was on the ground near a fifty foot long fossil of a giant lizard with teeth like those Jim Black knives you men carry,” Cannon said. “But Becky the Brain doesn’t see any connection. She thinks it’s a chicken.”

“That be one big damn chicken,” Fat said. “When it’s growed up, it’ll be the size of a horse. You cook it and I’ll eat it.”

“Mother scream all night,” Snow Star said. “Come here soon and eat Becky. Maybe you too,” she giggled.

“That so?” Fat said, a worried expression on his face.

“There were some animal noises in the hills,” Becky said. “Probably one of Dan’s whore girlfriends, all distressed after she realized what she had just done.”

“That be a powerful long way off,” Fat said. “You best be careful. You might have brung some bad shit here. I heard about shit like this when I were back east. Folks in England found bones ten times bigger than anything we ever seen walkin’ around. No tellin’ what was here a long time ago.”

“That’s just it,” Becky said. “It was a long time ago.”

“Not for them,” Cannon said. “In a remote place like those hills, where no man has ever stepped foot, time stands still. There is no telling what is up there.”

“I was up there twice. I didn’t see anything.”

“You be lucky,” Fat said. “Don’t push yer luck and try number three.”

Snow Star leaned over and started chewing on Becky’s arm, laughing uncontrollably.

“Get off me, you asshole,” Becky laughed.

“Have fish too, in lake,” Snow Star said. “This big.” She held her arms out at full length. “Him have teeth  like this.” She held up a table knife.

“Ain’t  no fish like that hereabouts,” Fat said.

“Fish from Hell,” Johnson grinned.

“You’re all full of it. You’ll see.”

––––––––

Barrett Trading Post West

Flathead Country

August, 1833

––––––––

It was mid day, and time for the noon meal as it was called. Breakfast was the first major meal of the day, and had to sustain everybody for the hard work usually done in the morning, which for the trappers staying at the post consisted of drinking, smoking, and telling stories. At noon, the rest of the food left over from breakfast was served up with coffee and sweet treats.

The cooks brought out the huge quantity of food and set it on the serving tables. They went back into the kitchen as everybody helped themselves. Mountain men Jack Brill, Coal Oil Smith, and Jack “Burned Ass” Barker had come in the night before and now joined the table.

“You figger we kin get a bite?” Barker said, eyeing Fat, who had a serving platter as his plate.

“You kin git what you kin reach afore it’s all et,” Fat said as he started wolfing down his food. It was a well known fact that no living human could eat as much as Fat, except maybe Snow Star. The skinny fourteen year old girl had defeated some of the best trenchermen in the west with a zeal that even Fat would not challenge.

“Damn pig,” Smith muttered. “Ain’t nobody kin get a meal when Fat be about.”

“How’s yer ass, Smith?” Johnson grinned.

“Shut up about my ass, you polecat. It were your fault I got burnt and you know it.”

“I ain’t the one who shit on a log and got froze to it,” Johnson said. “Yer pal Barker done the same thing. Ya both got yer ass set on fire so’s we could git ya loose.”

“Ya put too many coals under the damn log,” Smith snapped. “That were uncalled for, settin’ a man’s ass on fire like that.”

“Shittin’ outside in thirty below weather be uncalled for,” Johnson cackled.

Just then, there was a tremendous commotion in the kitchen, followed by yelling and screaming. Three cooks dressed in their whites burst through the kitchen doors and ran all the way outside.

“Uh oh,” Becky said. “I think I know what that’s about.”

The words were hardly out of her mouth when the door to the kitchen opened. Everybody at the table stared in utter disbelief.

“No,” Coal Oil Smith whispered as he crossed himself. “It can’t be.” Barker dropped his fork and looked over to where his Hawken was. Jack Brill froze, meat hanging out of his open mouth. Snow Star looked over and shrugged.

“Him cute,” she giggled. “Him eat Becky.”

There before them stood a perfectly formed, two foot tall baby Tyrannosaurus Rex, covered in a feathery down. The creature looked around as if he owned the room. He threw his head back and emitted a long shriek, exposing his unformed soft little teeth.

“Lookit him! He be a heller,” Jake laughed, slapping his leg. “Little bastard thinks he be double tough.”

“Allez!” Snow Star yelled, and pointed at Becky. “Mordre la fille!” The creature immediately made for Becky and started biting her leg.

“Stop!” Becky keened. “That tickles, you little shit.”

The creature growled at her and emitted another shriek. “Fuck off,” she sighed, and gave him a piece of elk, which he devoured in two bites. Snow Star gave him some, and he sat down next to her. She continued to feed him until he rolled over and fell asleep.

“Real killer, huh,” Becky said.

“You wait til that thing gets bigger,” Johnson nodded. “Won’t even fit in the  damn building a month from now. He’ll want more than elk fer dinner, I kallate. He’ll eat you or yer pony.”

“Roast Becky,” Snow Star giggled. “I take. I teach. He be good little monster.”

“Takes one to make one,” Dan said. “You ain’t gonna teach that critter nothin’. Best we kill it now before it kills us.”

“You will not kill it,” Becky said. “We’re going to save him. Or her, whatever it is. Then we’re going to use him.”

“Fer what?” Dan said.

“You’ll see,” Becky said. “I hear things. The British government found out what we did to their Canadian regiment when they attacked us. Rumor is, they want payback.”

“And you think you kin use this critter? Fer what?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

“Well,” Dan sighed. “I do hate the Brits. You just keep that thing away from me.”

––––––––

Barrett Trading Post West

Flathead Country

September, 1833

––––––––

“Saints be preserved, it be Nickel Jack,” Johnson said as the aged trapper rode up to the post and tied off his horse. “I figgered him to be dead by now.” Jack came inside and looked around.

“What the hell happened here?” he exclaimed. “Why don’t it say Choteau’s out front no more?”

“Because Choteau be dead,” Johnson
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