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Chapter One

Howdy. Folks call me Mount. Those that don’t don’t know me. My folks pinned Thaddeus Beauregard Battner on me at birth. Now, Pa bein’ named Christopher and Ma bein’ Sara, God only knows why they’d do such a thing to their own, but over the years ain’t nobody paid much attention anyway. 

I’m just Mount. Mostly ’cause I ended up mountain sized at around six and a half feet tall, and when I look down at two hundred pounds, it’s half a day’s ride. I’m big, hairy, and ugly as a damned warthog. Close as I can figure, I reckon I’m somewhere in my mid-thirties.

Now, how the hell those two city folks that raised me up, made it from St. Louis, Missouri clear across the country to that beautiful meadow at the foot of those majestic mountains without gettin’ themselves killed is a downright miracle.

Pa had read some accounts of them fellers, Lewis and Clark, who’d been explorin’ out west. Pa got his self all worked up thinkin’ about the adventure and excitement, things sorely lacking in his life as a store owner’s son. He just had to go see for himself. 

When they left St. Louis bound for that new and exciting life out west, Pa knew about as much on the subject of livin’ off the land and surviving in the wilderness as I do about this New York City that I keep hearin’ tell of. 

The good Lord musta been ridin’ with them a big stretch of the way ’cause make it they did; and I’m powerful thankful for it.

I was raised up in the small log cabin that my folks built when they settled in this valley back around 1815. The cabin sits in the shadows of a small range of the great Rocky Mountains. Beside the cabin runs Sweetgrass Creek (Pa named it) which empties into the mighty Yellowstone River a mile or so downstream. 

The grass, sweet clover, and wildflower filled meadow above the cabin stretches out and runs up against mostly pine covered foothills. Those rolling hills grow and reach for the sky until they climb up above the tree line. From there naked granite soars up into jagged mountain peaks. Up there where the snow stays put all year-round. 

I’m mighty proud and happy to still be livin’ in Pa’s cabin, although I did hear tell of some folks settlin’ down not fifty miles due east of my meadow. Now, if folks start to crowdin’ me like that, I might be forced to meander up north. 

I learned most of what I needed to know by followin’ Pa around the high-country and backwoods as he hunted, fished, and trapped to provide for his family. 

My book learnin’ came from Ma. She’d been a schoolteacher back in St. Louis, and insisted that I learn proper readin’ and writin’.

My schooling in the fundamental things in life; things like fighting, gambling, whiskey drinkin’, and those unmentionables that I ain’t gonna mention, I learned at Rendezvous. Twice a year, in spring and fall, for most of my life I’ve made that four day ride south to Fort Granger for some socializin’ and serious hell raisin’ at Rendezvous.

* * *

One bitter cold morning back in the winter of 1838 Pa left to check his trap lines and didn’t come home. Ma could never accept the fact that he was gone. It didn’t take but a year or so before she joined him in the great beyond. As much as she loved me and our life in that beautiful valley, she loved Pa more and needed to be with him. 

Ma’s dyin’ led to the first real journey (other than Rendezvous) of my life. Figurin’ it was the right thing to do, I tied my bedroll onto my pony, Skyhawk, and we made our way clear to St. Louis to inform their families of Ma and Pa’s passing. Surprisingly we made the trip without gettin’ lost or killed.

There wasn’t much family left in St. Louis, only Pa’s mother and brother. Grandma Battner was so old and feeble that I wasn’t sure if she even knew I was there, but when I told her that her son had passed on, a single tear rolled down her cheek. By the time it made its way through all the valleys and crevasses to her chin she was back asleep and snorin’ softly. 

In addition to meeting my uncle Joseph Battner, who still ran the family’s business, I was unfortunate enough to make the acquaintance of a gentleman by the name of Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second. 

Mr. Worthington was an extremely rich, incredibly arrogant bastard of a businessman who, against my better judgment, convinced me to guide him and his family back across the country to Oregon City. 

Some of you may’ve read the story.

It was a damned miracle; actually it took several miracles, before I eventually got those folks where they intended to go.

My heart still aches some when I allow myself to think about certain participants of that great cross-country adventure. 

It’d been nearly two years after I got back to my mountain cabin when I found myself caught up in a new, even more dangerous venture; one that would have its own heartaches and see its own miracles. 


Chapter Two

Early last fall, that’d be the fall of 1843, I made my way down to Fort Granger for Rendezvous. I had one of the finest harvests of furs and pelts that I’ve ever harvested, and I was ready for one of the best damn times ever at Rendezvous, and that’s sayin’ something. 

You probably think that if I could’ve foreseen the sorrow and difficulties that lay in store, I would’ve stayed away, safe and warm in my mountain cabin. 

I reckon most folks spend some time wanderin’ through Hell before they find their way to Heaven. Taking into account how it all turned out, I guess given the choice I’d do it all again. And I say that with apologies to my good friend Patch Willis. 

I’d sure as hell change some parts if I was given the chance. 

* * *

The excitement started when I was still a full day shy of Fort Granger.

It was early fall and the trees had just started to show off their autumn finery. The foothills I rode through were mostly covered with evergreens; ponderosa pine down low changing over to lodgepole pine up higher, but every now and then there’d be a stand of aspen or maple with the box elder, cottonwoods, and willows following the creeks and riverbeds. 

All those leafy trees were wearin’ their fall ceremonial dress, and they surely prettied up the day as the sun seemed to light ’em on fire. The whole danged countryside was showin’ off leaves of brilliant colors ranging from sunflower yellow, through gold and orange, to dark blood red. They all shined brightly amidst all the different shades of green; and fluttered in a gentle wind.

The mountains towered to snow covered peaks to my right. I rode through the forested hills and past miles of sandstone cliffs that soared a hundred feet or more into the big blue sky and had been cut and carved into the most peculiar shapes by thousands of years of brutal weather.

Goldfire, the magnificent Palomino stallion that I’d received as payment from Mr. Worthington, and I was moseyin’ along just enjoying the cool weather and beautiful scenery. My packhorse, loaded down with hides and pelts, was on a loose guide rope and followed behind. 

I was plenty warm and content wearin’ heavy new deerskins. My rabbit-fur hat was pulled down tight. The light breeze tugged at my beard and the hair that stuck out under my hat, and was filled with the refreshing smell of pine and mountains.

Suddenly, from the dense pine forest to my right, comes a scream like there was a wild banshee on the loose. Goldfire drew up all on his own and we prepared for the worst.

What we got was a young Indian girl, ridin’ hell-bent outta the trees and headed straight for me. My packhorse spooked and I had to tighten the lead rope to bring her under control.

As the young lady skidded to a stop beside us another horse broke from the trees in pursuit.

“Help me mister!” The young Indian girl cried. “Please help me! Don’t let that bastard get me!” I noticed there wasn’t so much as a hint of Indian accent.

The horse bearin’ down on us was a big bay mare. On her back were a buffalo robe and a coonskin hat with the sides pulled down and tied. I could only assume that there was a person in there somewhere; and judging from the girl’s actions, a dangerous person.

That Indian gal nudged her pony and scrambled around behind us so we were between her and her pursuer. I turned to face whatever challenge was comin’ at me.

“Get the hell out’a my way boy!” The voice was deep and rumbling, like a rockslide. “I’ll ride ya down!”

As big as that mare was, Goldfire was at least two hands taller. He and I braced for the collision.

At the last instant Buffalo Robe jerked sideways on the reins and tried to guide his horse around us.

I didn’t even think before I reacted. A problem I’ve been plagued with most of my born days.

As that big horse raced past I jerked my left foot outta the stirrup, shifted my weight over onto my right leg, and dove. I wrapped my arms around that buffalo robe and rode it to the ground like I was bulldoggin’ in the rodeo. 

When we hit the ground the wind exploded out of Buffalo Robe like it’d been dynamited. The coonskin hat buried itself down into the robe’s chest, and robe covered arms wrapped around it for protection.

I figured to take full advantage of the fact that my adversary was momentarily out of wind. Before we’d even stopped bouncin’ I was up on one knee trying to pummel the bastard with my fists. All I hit was buffalo hide.

“Mou…” A muffled cry told me that he’d gotten his breath back. I increased the intensity of my attack.

“Mount.” Was that what it’d sounded like? “Mount, quit hitti…” Just knowin’ my name didn’t mean spit. 

I got one more good punch in at the back of that damned coonskin hat before pain erupted at the base of my neck and raced up and down my spine like a wildfire in a strong wind. Suddenly I was slumped over my foe, unable to move a damn muscle; a hot, tingly feeling traveled like waves on a pond, up and down my body.

“Leave my pa alone!” 

I couldn’t move, but I sure as hell could feel the beatin’ that young lady continued to inflict about my back and shoulders. The balled up buffalo hide underneath me was getting his voice back.

“Mount…it’s Patch!” He still wasn’t taking any chances by uncovering his head. “Patch…Patch Willis.”

Of course, I’d stopped hitting him when my arms quit workin’, but Patch didn’t know due to the fact that that damn Indian girl kept beating on me which kept jostlin’ him.

“Call off your squaw.”

“Sunshine.” I even recognized his voice now. “Sunny, leave the man alone now.”

“Nobody hurts Pa!” The young woman exclaimed as she got in one more good, solid whack across my shoulders. I saw she was using a three foot tree limb. She dropped it and stepped back.

The ability to move my arms and legs slowly started coming back, accompanied by what felt like a million bee stings all up and down my body. I rolled off Patch and moved away from the girl like a baby just learnin’ to crawl. I didn’t know if I could trust my legs, so I didn’t try; I stayed on the ground.

“Wheee haw!” Patch Willis sat up and pulled the coonskin from his head. Shoulder length gray hair tumbled out covering most of his face. “Damn, Mount, we was just funnin’ with ya. You didn’t need to get so damned rough.” Patch pulled his hair back with both hands as he turned to the Indian girl. “And I ain’t your pa, so stop sayin’ so. Hell, I ain’t near old enough to be your pa.”

“Buffalo chips, Patch!” I was workin’ the feeling back into my arms. “Hell, you’re old enough to be my pa. I’d say you got some explainin’ to do.” As I made my speech, I slowly climbed to my feet and stood with one hand holding on to Goldfire for support; with the other I rubbed the knot on the back of my head where the girl had hit me and numbed me up. There wasn’t much blood, but it hurt like hell. “Damn it, Patch. What in tarnation are you up to?”

Patch Willis, of course, was a mountain man. He’d been stoppin’ by the cabin every couple of years for as long back as I could remember. And he was nearly always at Rendezvous. He wasn’t a big man, I doubt he reached to six feet, but he was hard as granite. I counted Patch among my small number of friends.

“Well shoot, Mount.” I offered my hand to help him to his feet. He came up bowed over and needed both hands to support his back as he straightened. “We was over yonder restin’ the horses and preparin’ some grub when I saw you ride into the clearing. It was obvious that you weren’t payin’ no attention at all. I thought your pa taught you better than that, Mount.” He was right, Pa had taught me better. “I had Sunny ride out actin’ like she needed help, thinkin’ to get ya worked up a little.” Patch was finally standing straight, his right hand rubbing at that sore spot on his lower back. “Hell, I didn’t figure you was gonna rip me off my horse like you did.”

“Yeah, I didn’t know either, till I done it.”

I took my first good look at that little Indian gal. She was squatted back on her haunches and starin’ at me real mean like. Looking like she wouldn’t mind smackin’ me up side the head another time or two. She was a pretty girl, probably a little older than I first thought. My guess was that she was only half Indian, half somethin’ else.

“What the hell you lookin’ at?”

“Well, I was just…”

“Sunny, you behave now.” Patch was checking the rigging on his saddle, makin’ sure nothing had come loose. “Mount is a friend.”

“He was hurtin’ you.”

“Yeah, well.” Patch rubbed his sore back again. “That was mostly a miscalculation on my part.” 

He stepped over and slapped me on the back. “I’ve known Mount Battner since his ma wrapped his butt in flour sacks. Mount’s pa, Christopher, and I trapped and hunted together many a time.” Satisfied that his saddle wasn’t going to slide off as he got on, Patch mounted his bay mare. “Follow us yonder, Mount.” He pointed across the small clearing. “We’ll have some grub and lie to each other for a spell. You headed to Rendezvous?”

“Yep.” My nerves had finally settled. I was happy for the company. “You headed that way?” I got on Goldfire.

“Yep.”

* * *

Not long after, we was gathered around a small campfire. There were a couple of large rabbits on a spit, cookin’ real slow above the hot coals.

Sunny was coming back from doing her business and as she cleared some juniper bushes I pointed to a large, dead pine limb layin’ on the ground beside her.

“Grab that firewood.” I didn’t mean a damn thing by it. The wood was there and she was there; just made sense to me.

She sneered down at the log, then held the sneer as she looked at me.

“I ain’t your damn slave!”

“I didn’t mean…I just…”

“You too lazy to get your own wood, old man?”

Now that little Indian girl was gettin’ me riled up. “Old man? Why, I should… Nobody ever paddled any respect into you when you was young did they?” 

She was to the fire ring by then. That little slip of a thing squared off in front of me with her feet apart and her hands on her hips. I thought maybe I could actually see lightning flash in her eyes.

“You plannin’ to try?”

“Hell no!” I couldn’t help but snicker a little. Patch was shakin’ his head and rollin’ his eyes. “I ain’t never been one to lay hand on a female.” I looked the girl up and down. On her toes she maybe stretched a sliver over five feet, and weighted about the same as a newborn fawn. “And I sure as hell ain’t gonna start with a female that’s liable to whoop my ass.”

Sunny seemed to like my answer. I think I even saw a trace of a smile as she turned and went to pick up the limb. She got it and then made a circle collecting more.

“How the hell did you end up with that polecat?” I asked Patch.

He’d taken his buffalo robe off and I was reminded of where Patch had gotten his nickname.

When he was still a young man he’d learned the art of sewing from an old Indian woman. Since then I don’t think he’d ever made a new set of clothes. He just patched the old ones as they wore out. His deer hide shirt had a buffalo hide piece across the back, a beaver pelt shoulder, and what I guessed was coyote made up the left sleeve. The pants had different legs, and I’m pretty sure the butt was rabbit fur. 

“I was up north.” Patch settled himself beside the fire. “Way up north. There’s a tradin’ post up there where the Clearwater and Athabasca Rivers join up.”

Sunny carried over a large armful of wood, threw it beside the fire and sat down.

“The proprietor of the General store there, and his wife, had been providing for her…”

“Takin’ advantage of her, you mean.” Sunny punched the air. “That ole bitty made me work my ass off.”

“Samuel, the proprietor, said she’d been there for at least fifteen years and was walkin’ and talkin’ when they took her in.”

As Patch talked I dug into my bedroll and pulled out a small canteen. Patch’s nose twitched and his eyes lit up when he got a whiff.

I took a long healthy swig of the whiskey and as it burned its way down I handed the canteen to Patch. He enjoyed a swallow before continuing. Sunny watched us expectantly, but we ignored her.

“They figured her ma was a local Cree Indian. Some folks claim to’ve known her pa. They say he was a Frenchman prospectin’ for gold. I figure he was the one that raised her until he decided it was time to move on. He probably figured she’d be better off with white folks. Indians tend to be awful hard on half-breeds. Nobody knew her name. Samuel’s wife, Lilly, took to callin’ her Sunshine.”

“And that all explains her, but it don’t explain why she’s ridin’ with you.”

Patch and Sunny exchanged a look; a look that said they had a secret. He just shook his head and shrugged his shoulders like there wasn’t any explainin’ to do. 

“Because I wanted to.” Sunny spoke up. Patch nodded his head and smiled.

“That’s about it.” He looked at me and shrugged again. “When she found out I was headin’ down to Rendezvous, she begged to come along and…”

“I ain’t never begged for nothin’! I just asked…a few times.”

“Samuel and Lilly had been havin’ a time of it keeping the young bucks from sniffin’ and pawin’ around her so they thought it might be best for her to move on.”

“Shoot, I gotta be near twenty years old.” Some of the fight had left her eyes and had been replaced by excitement. “I ain’t never been anywhere before.” Anger suddenly flashed in her eyes. “And besides, that ole hag never did like me. If it wouldn’t have been for Samuel she would’ve kicked me out long ago.”

“That ‘ole hag’ bawled like a baby when you left.”

“Ahh, hell.” Suddenly Sunny looked like she was close to tears herself. “Those were tears of joy. She was just happy to see me go is all.” Sunny stared into the fire, unwilling to look at either of us.

“And now that you got her,” I’d turned back to Patch. “What do you do with her?”

“I’ll do for myself, thank you very much!” 

“I didn’t mean nothin’ by it, I just…”

“I been takin’ care of myself since forever.”

“I just…”

“I’m gonna ride with Patch to Rendezvous and then I’m gonna find some real rich folks that need a girl to do things for them. And I’m gonna spend the rest of my life livin’ with rich folks and doin’ for them.”

“Well now,” I grinned, and stared into the fire. “I know a thing or two about workin’ for rich folks, and let me tell you it ain’t all lavender water and big juicy steaks.” I remembered a couple of the ranting fits that Mr. Worthington the Second had had during our cross-country adventure. “They can be a real challenge at times.”

Memories of Mr. Worthington’s wife, Sandra, and their teenage son, Andy, flooded my thoughts, washing away the ugly images of a furious Mr. Worthington and replacing them with joyful memories; joyful memories that hurt just a little bit.

“Although, some rich folks,” I recalled watching a naked Sandra wade into the river for a bath, “can be mighty fine people.” 

I remembered Andy sittin’ in the dirt laughing so hard he couldn’t talk after being thrown from Skyhawk. “Some can even become damn good friends.”

“Well, that’s what I’m gonna do anyway.” Sunny spoke as if the deed was already done. “I’m gonna live with some rich folks that’ll treat me just like one of their own.”

By the time Patch and I had gotten all caught up, and all our lies told, it was time to make camp for the night, so we decided to stay.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MOUNT II:

PTHE NEXT
ADVENTURE
2





