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BAD COMPANY ALONG THE
TRAIL!

 


When Chance Sharpe started
his journey through the lonesome Dakota wilds, taking on the sole
survivors of a tribal massacre seemed like the sane and saintly
thing to do. But his new trail mates turned out to be the white
squaw and adopted son of Shadow Killer, the fierce Sioux war chief,
and Shadow Killer wanted them back! As the manhunt closed in, the
wary gambler realized that this time he just might have bitten off
more than he could chew!
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To Lana, for the eighteen
that have passed and all those in the future.

 


 



Chapter One

 


Chance Sharpe drew the roan gelding to a
halt. His cool, steel blue eyes surveyed the untamed, snow-covered
terrain that ran to each side of the nameless creek along which he
rode. Although he saw no hint of movement among the forest trees
that bordered the stream, he slipped a single-shot Sharps
breechloader from a rifle holster slung from the saddle horn and
double-checked its load.

A slight tug on the reins and a nudge of his
heels headed the roan toward a dense forest of winter-barren trees
on his right. For an instant the pack mule he led balked
stubbornly, brayed in protest, then reluctantly trod after the
horse and rider. Again Chance surveyed his surroundings. Nothing
moved.

Damn! The riverboat gambler cursed to himself. For an hour he had
followed the deep tracks in the snow; he had hoped for a glimpse of
the deer that had made them before he headed into the woods after
the animal. He had no way of knowing how old the spoor was and
hated even a momentary detour from his southeastern course.
Especially if I’m on a wild-goose chase after a
deer that passed this way hours ago and now is half the way to who
knows where.

In spite of his doubts, he urged the gelding
through the gray woods. The tantalizing possibility of fresh meat
was his own goading spur—one that refused to be ignored.

Since leaving the frontier town of Beltin on
the western border of the Dakota Territory seven days ago, Chance
had lived on a diet of jerky, bacon, and beans, with a few
pan-baked biscuits now and then to break the monotony. The tempting
thought of spit-roasted back strap and venison steak brought a
flood of water to his mouth and an approving rumble from his
stomach.

Eyes and ears alert for any hint of the
deer’s presence, the gambler reined his mount on a weaving path
through the Dakota woods, following the animal’s tracks. A quarter
of a mile from the creek, a smile touched his lips as he reined the
roan to a halt. A patch of ground lay bare below him. The snow had
been raked aside by his prey’s hooves to get at the tufts of brown
grass beneath. He had made the right choice; the deer wasn’t that
far ahead of him.

Another tap of his heels against the
gelding’s side moved the horse and the pack mule on a rope lead
deeper into the woods at a leisurely stride. Chance rode
cautiously, aware that his approach might very well frighten the
deer away before he could get off a shot.

At the top of a gently rising hill, the
tracks veered sharply to the left to avoid a tangled barrier of
brambles. The gambler’s pulse doubled its tempo. From his vantage
astride the roan, he saw beyond the high, knotted mesh of vine and
thorn to a wide valley. The deer, a ten-point buck, lowered its
muscular neck to drink from a trickling stream below.

Unaware of the hungry human eyes that
observed its movements from above, the magnificent animal lifted
its antlered head, sniffed the air, then began to paw at the snow
to uncover a broad swath of green moss. After another testing of
the air, the buck’s head dipped to the inviting vegetation.

A hundred
yards, Chance estimated the distance
separating him from the animal. Halfway down the sloping hill was
another thick wall of brambles. If he reached those tangled vines
undetected, he would be within range of a clean shot.

Knotting the mule’s lead around the saddle
horn, the gambler stepped down from the saddle. He lifted the reins
above the roan’s head and tied them securely to the trunk of a
birch sapling. On foot he worked to the edge of the bramble
barrier. A glance downhill revealed the deer still occupied with
his meal of moss. Testing the air with a moist fingertip to make
certain he remained downwind of the animal, Chance dropped to a
crouch and began to weave from thick tree trunk to tree trunk
toward the second clump of thorn-laden vines.

Minutes that seemed to stretch to
never-ceasing hours passed before he reached the concealing wall.
He drew in two lungsful of the crisp air to quell the excited rush
of his heart, and he crept to the end of the thorn barrier. Below,
the deer grazed peacefully on the moist green moss, still unaware
of the man who stalked him.

One knee firmly implanted in the snow,
Chance braced himself. He lifted the Sharps stock to the hollow of
his right shoulder and firmly nestled it there. His right
forefinger slipped around the rifle’s trigger while he swung the
long, dark muzzle toward the buck. With one squinting eye he took a
bead on a spot on the animal’s broad shoulder.

A whistling hiss sliced through the air. In
the next instant, a meaty “thunk” sounded below.

The panicked buck launched itself into the
air. In a high, graceful bound it sailed over the ice-bordered
stream. Its long, slender forelegs reached out, only to crumple
beneath its weight when they touched the snow. The animal collapsed
to the ground. Its sides heaved heavily twice before it lay
still.

Chance’s eyes narrowed, homing on the cause
of the buck’s death. A feathered arrow protruded from the deer’s
shoulder—its tip sunk straight to the creature’s now stilled heart.
The gambler’s gaze jerked up, searching the opposite side of the
small valley. His heart once more doubled its pace.

Five mounted Sioux warriors reined ponies
from behind a stand of bushy, green-furred junipers.

Thoughts of venison steak vanished from the
gambler’s mind as he hastily swung the rifle around to cover the
braves as they moved toward the fallen buck. Certain the Indians
had seen him approach, he prepared for the worst.

It didn’t come. Without a glance in his
direction, the Sioux pulled up their mounts beside the dead deer.
Two dismounted to lift the animal from the snow and toss it over
the back of a painted pony. Swinging astride the horses once again,
the five rode back in the direction they had come to disappear over
the hill on the opposite side of the valley.

An overly held breath escaped Chance’s lips
in a gusty mist. He sank into the snow, staring after the Indians,
silently grateful that the buck had been all that the warriors
wanted. Only after carefully lowering the Sharps’s cocked hammer
did he rise and trudge through the snow to where his roan and mule
waited. The gambler stepped into the saddle, swung the horse’s head
back to the creek he had been following for two days, and tapped
its flanks with his heels. The mule fell into line without
protest.

Something’s trying to tell
me I’m not meant to dine on venison, he
thought with an uneasy shake of his head. Only luck had kept him
from being noticed by those braves. Last time he had gone deer
hunting, he hadn’t been so fortunate.

Memories of the past month
crowded in the gambler’s head. It had been a different hunt that
separated him from the river and his majestic paddlewheeler
the Wild Card and
left him stranded here deep in the Dakota Territory. To restock the
riverboat’s tainted meat supplies, Chance and a young roustabout
had gone ashore to bag a deer. They found a grizzly bear instead.
The gambler’s companion had died beneath one swipe of the monster’s
great curved claws. The gambler had been luckier …
barely.

The grizzly’s second attack sent Chance
hurtling over a mountain ledge with a tom shoulder and side.
Although vegetation growing from the side of that low-rising
mountain, and treetops, broke his fall, fever from his wounds left
the gambler wandering lost through the forest in a delirium for a
week. Eventually the fever broke and he turned his attentions to
survival and to discovering a way back to the Missouri River.

Only to find myself on the
wrong end of a lynch rope, Chance
remembered with disgust.

Mistaken for a bank robber and murderer, the
gambler was but seconds from dangling from that rope when Deputy
Sheriff John Tolbert arrived with guns drawn and ready. The lawman
saved Chance from a premature death, then dragged him halfway
across the Dakota Territory to the town of Beltin, where he was to
stand trial.

There, Tolbert’s superior, Sheriff Glen
Pardee, had already jailed the real murderer, Martin Ranson. Chance
was set free; but with only twenty dollars in his pocket, he found
himself stranded in the small town until his ability at the poker
table could increase his bankroll to cover the cost of a horse and
pack animal to make the return trip to the Missouri.

Stretching twenty dollars into three hundred
was no mean feat, made doubly difficult when the gambler found
himself sitting dead center of a feud between Beltin’s lawmen and
the Ranson clan, one that nearly cost him his life on more than one
occasion.

Which leaves me here in
the middle of nowhere, Chance thought as
he scanned the wilderness. Following Deputy Tolbert’s directions,
he had cut a trail that led southeast from Beltin. The route, the
lawman had assured him, was easy traveling and free of Indians,
even though longer than a direct easterly path.

The gambler snorted when he recalled those
assurances. Not only had Tolbert been wrong about the Indians, but
the deputy had estimated it would take Chance six days to reach the
Missouri. That was seven days ago, and the Big Muddy still wasn’t
in sight.

Nor does it look like I’m
even close to bottomland yet, he thought
with a shake of his head. After three days of traveling through
rugged, gully-riddled terrain, he had entered the forest yesterday.
The same woods stretched ahead of him for as far as he could
see.

With a string of curses for Tolbert, Chance
urged the roan and mule to a quicker pace when they returned to the
creek that he hoped would eventually flow to the Missouri. He then
reached back into one of his saddlebags and pulled out a twist of
jerked beef. The hard, peppery jerky wasn’t fresh venison, but it
would quiet his growling stomach.


Chapter Two

 


An icy wasp’s sting struck Chance’s cheek.
The gambler’s nodding head jerked up. His steel blue eyes flew
wide, darting from side to side in startled panic. The Sharps he
had nestled in the crook of his left arm slipped from his grip and
spilled into the drifted snow that crept halfway up the roan’s
shins.

“Damn!” Chance blinked
away the gauzy sleep-cotton blurring his vision to stare back at
the lost rifle. Three other frigid wasps landed on his
cheeks—large, wet snowflakes that he wiped away with the back of a
gloved hand. Shaking his head, he spoke aloud to himself. “You were
drifting. A damned fine way to wake up without your
hair!”

Tugging the gelding’s reins, he drew the
horse and the pack mule to a halt before stepping down from the
saddle into the cold snow. His mount’s reins and the mule’s rope
shank secure in his left hand, he used his right to extract the
Sharps from the deep white blanket. Meticulously, he
doubled-checked the weapon’s barrel and action to make certain
neither was clogged with snow. After running head-on into that
Sioux hunting party this morning, the last thing he wanted was to
be toting around a useless rifle.

Certain that the Sharp’s muzzle and load
were unharmed by their brief immersion in the snow, the gambler
placed his left foot in the stirrup and swung back into the saddle.
He clucked the roan forward.

“You were drifting,” he
reprimanded himself again. “That’s a damned dangerous thing for a
man riding alone in this country to be doing.”

And now I’m talking to
myself! Chance’s eyes narrowed with a
touch of disgust. He shook his head. It didn’t matter; when he
started answering himself was the time to begin worrying. And he
hadn’t been plodding his way through the Dakota Territory
wilderness that long.

What did bother him was
how he had nodded
and drifted off. If the burning cold of that snowflake hadn’t
jarred him awake, he might have ended up in a snowbank himself.
Worse, he could have lost both roan and mule.

An icy shiver that was not born in the
freezing air worked along his spine. He had been lost on foot in
this wilderness once and barely survived. Even with the Sharps and
the .44-caliber Remington holstered on his hip, he held no desire
to be in that position again.

It’s the cold,
he realized. The freezing temperature, the wind,
and now the snow conspired to leech away his body’s heat. The
drowsiness plaguing him was a certain sign of danger, as was the
biting ache of his toes and fingertips.

He glanced overhead at the
flat gray clouds that obscured the sun. Two, maybe three hours of light remain to the day,
he estimated. Precious hours that were better
spent on the trail, but hours he couldn’t risk in the saddle—-not
if he wanted to assure that he would ride another day.

His gaze lowered to scan the forest terrain
surrounding him. The roan picked its way up the side of a
high-rising hill. The other side of the hill would offer protection
from the north wind. All he had to do was hold out until the horse
crested the rise, and he would stop and camp for the night.

Chance’s body gently rocked with each
rhythmic stride the animal took. His eyelids, feeling as though
they were filled with lead, began to drift closed.

No! He forced his eyes wide. Can’t
sleep. Have to find a spot for a camp and fire. Have to stay
awake.

Even as the thoughts formed in his head, his
eyelids crept downward again.

Fight it!
he ordered himself, snapping his eyes open again.
He turned his head up to the falling snowflakes and rubbed their
coldness over his face. The harsh sensation drove away the
strength-robbing lethargy. Do something to
stay awake!

His mind was blank; he couldn’t think of
anything. The words of a song he had first heard in the California
gold fields wiggled into his mind.

“Did you ever hear tell of
Sweet Betsy from Pike,

Who crossed the wide mountains with her
lover Ike,

With two yoke of cattle and one spotted
hog,

A tall Shanghai rooster and an old yellow
dog,” he forced his lips and tongue to form the words to the first
verse.

Pleased with the minor accomplishment, he
repeated the words while he dragged the other eight verses up from
his memories.

“They swam the wide rivers
and climbed the tall peaks,

And camped on the prairies for weeks upon
weeks…”

His voice grew louder as
the tune that accompanied the words returned to his mind. The
melody itself was older than the adventures of Betsy and Ike.
Chance remembered it from his childhood in Kentucky long before the
hunger for gold and quick riches drew men to California. Then the
tune belonged to a song called Vilikens
and His Dinah.

Vilikens or Betsy, Chance didn’t care: the
song was a focal point for his thoughts, a weapon to combat the
cold that sank into his bones. By the time the gelding crested the
wooded hill, the gambler spat out the last verse like a defiant
curse flung in the face of the elements.

“Long Ike and Sweet Betsy
got married, of course.

But Ike, who was jealous, obtained a
divorce.

And Betsy, well satisfied, said with a
smile,

I’ve six good men waitin’ within a half
mile!’ “

From the hilltop Chance once more surveyed
the forest, this time searching for a likely spot to make camp. He
sat straight in the saddle, his heart pounding like a brass drum. A
cry of joy rose from his chest and pushed up and out his throat to
echo off the hill about him.

There below, no more than
five miles to his left, ran a broad band of muddy water.
The Missouri! After a
week he had finally reached the river! Another joyous whoop tore
from his lips while his eyes traced the water’s path.

The gambler’s heart
tripled his racing pace. Dark smoke billowed into the air a mile
farther downriver. Although the source of those two black columns
was obscured by a tree-covered hill, there was no mistaking
it. A riverboat!

Why the paddlewheeler had moored so early in
the day was of no concern to the gambler. All that mattered was
that it had—and that he would soon be on its decks!

Pulling the mule forward, Chance tapped the
roan’s side to urge the horse forward in a trot as it moved down
the hill toward the Missouri River.

 


Brutal shock railed through Chance’s brain.
He eased back on the reins, drawing the roan to a halt, and stared
at the scene spread before him.

Not a riverboat, but death, painted the
landscape!

The gambler’s stomach churned with sickening
nausea as he scanned the wholesale butchery strewn across the wide
clearing beside the river’s banks. Bodies of men, women, and
children lay grotesquely twisted in the snow, each unmoving,
stilled by death. That the bodies were of Indians rather than
whites did nothing to diminish the bloody vision.

Chance closed his eyes to blot out the
carnage. A low groan of horror mingled with disgust pushed from his
throat to tremble over his lips. Not even the long, bloody years of
the Civil War had left him immune to such savagery.

War claimed the lives of soldiers who donned
the uniforms of their causes for whatever reasons that burned in
their breasts. The majority of the bodies scattered over the wide
clearing were not soldiers, but women and children. They were not
the victims of open warfare, but of a cowardly raid on their small
Sioux village.

His eyes reluctantly opening again, Chance
forced himself to survey the grisly image of man’s brutality to his
fellow man. The twin columns of smoke that had drawn him to the
river rose to the overcast sky like greasy fingers from the
smoldering remains of what had once been the village’s lodges. Here
and there tipi poles still pushed from the earth like fire-charred
skeletons of some forgotten beasts from man’s primordial past.

The snow throughout the destroyed village
was an ugly rent in the blanket of white that cloaked the
surrounding of the forest. The dingy hue of mud, tinged with
crimson, stained winter’s virgin purity. A wide swath of churned
snow to the west of the village told of mounted raiders who had
ridden from the forest and descended on the camp. Chance estimated
their number at fifty or more, as he tapped his boot heels to the
gelding’s sides, edging forward.

The unmoving bodies dusted with a powder of
falling snow told of the raiders’ victory. To the gambler’s left a
silver-haired village elder lay face down in the snow. A broad
blossom of blackening red spread across the back of his buckskins.
On the right a young squaw was sprawled on her back. Her beaded
dress of doeskin was hiked obscenely above her waist, exposing
horribly pale thighs mottled with patches of purple.

Chance averted his gaze. In the final
moments of her life, she had suffered enough humiliation before a
knife opened her throat from ear to ear. In death, he gave her what
dignity he could.

He eased the roan to the right to avoid the
crumpled bodies of two children, their small skulls split by axes.
Immediately the gambler tugged the roan to the left to bypass three
gray-haired squaws who had died beside the meal they prepared.
Ground com had spilled from reed baskets to color the ground around
their bodies.

Indians, Chance realized as his eyes shifted among the thirty dead
Sioux. Nowhere was there a trace of a bullet wound. Each of the
fallen had been slain by arrow, ax, or lance. Indians rather than white men did this. That fact did nothing to diminish the savagery of what had
happened. Women and children had been butchered….

Chance’s thoughts faltered and his eyes
narrowed. He pulled his mount to a halt and quickly scanned the
bloody massacre. Only the bodies of squaws, children, and the old
littered the ground. A mental picture of what had occurred formed
in the gambler’s mind. The camp’s braves had left their lodges to
hunt, or perhaps to make their own raid on nearby enemies. In their
absence, a warring tribe had swooped down on the vulnerable
village, killing all who remained.

As to the identity of the raiders, Chance
couldn’t even guess. He knew the dead were Sioux, but the feathered
arrows that jutted from the backs and chests of their victims
offered him no clue as to who had fired the deadly shafts. The
gambler’s year of fighting Comanches and Kiowas in Kansas following
the Civil War did not prepare him for the Indian nations this far
north. Although he could recognize a Sioux brave, he couldn’t
discern one tribe from the next.

“Ohhhhhhhh.”

A barely audible moan brought Chance
straight in the saddle. His head cocked from side to side,
listening. Nothing. Had the sound been but a trick of the wind
cutting through the trees—or his own weariness?

“Ohhhhh.”

No! His head jerked from side to side. There!

An arm moved in the snow. A head weakly
tried to rise, only to collapse facedown—a head covered in long,
matted blond hair!

Swinging the gelding around, the gambler
urged the horse beside the fallen woman. He stepped from the saddle
and knelt at her side. In spite of the beaded buckskin dress she
wore, this was no Sioux squaw. Chance reached down, pressing
fingers to the side of her head. He didn’t need to feel a pulse to
determine if she still lived. She moaned again at his touch.

A ugly gash three inches long and at least
that wide ran along the side of her head. A palmful of snow washed
over the wound revealed that it looked far nastier than it actually
was. The skin was broken, and she had lost some hair, but the wound
wasn’t deep enough to kill, merely bring unconsciousness.

The source of that wound lay three feet from
the woman. A young brave whom Chance had originally overlooked lay
on his back half-covered by snow. The bone handle of a hunting
knife protruded from his belly. Still clutched in his right hand
was a bloodstained, iron-headed ax.

A piteous, muffled whimper that had not come
from the woman’s unmoving lips touched the gambler’s ears.

Uncertainty creased Chance’s brow as he
reached down and gently rolled the unconscious woman to her back.
There beneath her shielding body, he discovered the reason for her
valiant stand against the dead brave. A blue-eyed blond infant
blinked up at him and began to cry.
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