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Chapter 1

The smoke emerged from the campfire making the greyish-white air feel like a thick wall.  Still, the old man’s eyes penetrated it, somehow opening up a window to the listener whose future and purpose depended on connecting with him.  “So, Paleface,”  Stalking Elk said through his 60 winters-old old Lakota mouth to the White Man on the opposite side of the teepee in his very ancient tongue.  “What do you have to give us that we really need?” the Old Man continued as the view of four large framed younger braves and one Bitching Crow, a small framed elderly woman, became apparent to his Paleface Visitor’s eyes.  “What do you bring us that we can’t get ourselves. Or make ourselves, Big Bear,” Stalking Elk inquired with a warm yet firm smile.

Big Bear looked at the sacs of wares he had brought from the mountains above, and the valley below. He hoped that they would be of use to his old friends, and silently prayed that they still were his friends.   The first 60 years of this century had belonged mostly to his hosts, but he knew the next 40 would not be so.  Even this high up the mountains, and this far West of the cities of his boyhood in the East.  Concentrated population centers that put out smoke from their factory chimneys which blinded the eyes and clogged up the lungs far more than any produced by a Redman’s fire.   But no matter who he was back then before his journey west, he was Big Bear now.  All five foot 3 of him, named so by the Indians who helped him survive the first two winters in Colorado Territory, then taught him how to thrive for the next ten.   

The itinerant mountain man felt the coarse leather of his buckskin coat and leggings against his weather-beaten skin. He stroked his short, stubbly fingers through a beard that had grew on its own terms down to bottom of his neck.
“Tell us, Big Bear,” the Old Red Man said to the younger White one.   “Who has big legends around him.  Big adventures taming wild horses.  Big hunts against the wildest animals in the forest.  And Big musket between his legs that gets him into big trouble with women.”  The old Indian chuckled with a warm smile as the even larger younger ones around him laughed.

“And bigger perspectives than any of you big mouths ever had,” Bitching Crow interjected, reminding the men that Big Bear’s experiences and insights went far beyond any other White man they had seen, or ever will.  “Especially big mouths who want something to smile about under the blanket tonight, hmmm, Stalking Elk?”  she whispered to her husband.

Stalking Elk ‘serioused up’.  He raised his hand up, silencing the laughter behind him.  Bitching Crow winked to Big Bear, then subtly motioned for him to take out the wares that he had brought to the village.   

Big Bear felt himself put into the role of a travelling salesman, one of those necessary low lifes who brought carts of goods from the East to points Westward.   And Eastward bound publishers who brought with them dime novels about the Old West to his old Neighborhoods in New York, Philadelphia and Boston.   Indeed, it was a dime novel about the ‘Wilds of the West’ that drew Big Bear to points West of the Mississippi back in ’46.  Had he gone to south to the slave-permitting Republic of Texas rather than the northern hinterlands of the mountains, he may have become a dime novel celebrity himself.   But Big Bear was horrible at being a manipulator, and even worse at being an asshole. He therefore had to settle for being a honest man, who gave according to his abilities and took according to his needs.  
Ironically, his ability to give exceeded the degree to which he needed anything, and as there was a taker for every giver, he had found himself making many ‘associations’ with people that left his pockets empty, and his heart broken.  But his spirit was never broken, particularly with Stalking Elk and his tribe, who really DID give according to their abilities, and take according to their needs.  Most of the time anyway.  In any case, a man who lives alone, even with someone he loves, learns very quickly that love, and life, is about smart and cooperative horse trading.  To maintain good terms with the Lakota, Big Bear had to continue being both smart, and cooperative, particularly now as there was a power-shift in the works amongst the tribe.

“Let me start by saying that the world in the valley is changing quickly,”  Big Bear began, stating what was obvious to him, but not so evident to all of the People in front of him.  “And that no matter how far up the mountains you or I go, our world here will become that world unless we make ourselves smarter than the world of the valley.’


“Or stronger,” the most virile, strong and charismatic of the young braves around Stalking Elk said.  “We will not be conquered by them if we are stronger,” Growling Wolf continued with a muffled voice that spoke volumes which everyone listened to, and believed.

Big Bear hestitated to bring out the item he originally intended to give to his friends, placing it back in the sac, particularly as every young brave around Growling Wolf said ‘yes, stronger’ with their mouths, and the aging Stalking Elk, still leader of the band, agreed with his eyes.   Bitching Crow’s sighed in disappointment, showing her face to Big Bear only.  Such was Big Bear’s cue to attempt another strategy regarding his real objective for this trip to his favorite Indian village and his favorite tribe, the closest thing he still had as a family.

“A knife,”  Big Bear said regarding the first item to show to his hosts.  “With a new kind of metal.  Forged Steel!  And an axe,” he continued regarding the next implement he obtained while visiting Fort Jackson, bartering what he could to get the best of the weaponry available before ALL of the Blue Coats would get them.  “A new kind of axe that can cut down trees like they are blades of grass, or stalks of wheat,”  he asserted as he used the new wonders of the Industrial Revolution to make mince meat of a chunk of hard wood and threw the kindling into the fire.

“Or the small thundersticks between a White Man’s legs that they carry around like they are big muskets,”  Running Ram smiled.  He took hold of the instruments of potential good, or destruction, feeling the sharpness of the blades, while childlike laugher broke out amongst the braves around him. 
“And no bullets in those thundersticks, thankfully,”   Growling Wolf added, looking at Big Bear, causing another round of laughter that lightened the room while he took the instruments into his hand, felt their center of gravity.

Big Bear smiled at the joke, accepting that his impotence with regard to sperm was a colorful character trait rather than a deficit in manhood.  And a character trait that thankfully had spared him the burdon of having any children, at least that he knew about.  
Bitching Crow rolled her eyes, in that subtle ‘men will be men’ way that allowed her to still be a woman who ruled her own destiny.  And on a good day,  she helped the men ‘rule’ their own destinies.   Sensing that something very special was in the next pouch that Big Bear was looking at with such promise, and hope, she nodded her approval to him, then nudged Stalking Elk to silence the laughter.

Big Bear reached into the next pouch. “A compass,” he said proudly, demonstrating the dial that kept pointing in the same direction no matter how you rotated its chamber.  “So you can determine where the Four Directions are.  Where North is. Where South is.  Where West is. And Where East is.”

“We always know where East, West, North and South is,” Growling Wolf barked back.  “North is where the Blackfoot who steal our horses get indigestion after eating them.  South is where the Crow who steal our women realize that they are not real men once they encounter our Lakota women.”

“West is where palefaces go to with proud faces,” Running Ram added.  “ East is where they run back to with smelly asses and downturned tails,” he continued as his humorous-intented comment got a bigger laugh than Growling Wolf’s jokes, or the ever-present gag about five foot 4 ‘Big Bear’s’ towering size and love life.  

Bitching Crow took the compass across the ‘acceptance’ line on the blanket separating Big Bear from the Tribal Council.  She then nodded to Big Bear to continue.  Stalking Elk allowed such, for now anyway.  

“And as you know,” Big Bear said as he moved on to the third sac.  “Diseases of the body and head from the valley below can find their way up the steepest mountain paths to anywhere here, and when they do…”

Big Bear’s next words were shoved back into his mouth by the abrupt silence from the Braves, and the threatening stare from their so-far uncontested leader, Stalking Elk.  “No,” the small-framed, excessively-haired Mountain man said regarding the elegantly shaped bottles pulled out of the sac. “This is not firewater.  These are medicines. Many kinds of medicines for many kinds of diseases,” he continued as he laid out the bottles and vials with labels containing Latin names describing their contents printed in Philadelphia, with pictures of the herbs they contained drawn by Big Bear’s hand.  “Bitching Crow knows what to do with them,” he continued to the men, as he showed the labels to the elderly woman whose life as a slave in many cultures before being traded back to her people gave her more power than any of her captors.  “And what she doesn’t know, I can teach her,” Big Bear proclaimed.

The woman who knew more about medicine than any medicine man nodded with approval, and appreciation, at the wide variety of medicinals which were now at her disposal.    

“And this one,” Big Bear continued as he pulled out two pieces of hard leather with thin leaves in between them.  On the leaves there were marks on them which had the most mystical of meanings, and an Energy that needed no power to be expressed.

The business end of most every weapon in the teepee was pointed Big Bear’s way as his guests saw that most special offering.  
“No,” he assured them.  “It’ s not a Bible!  But something more powerful, and human,” He showed them the markings on the book cover.  “The complete Works of William Shaekspeare.  English text with translations into Cherokee,” he said, turning to Bitching Crow.  “A written language invented by Sequoia.”

“Who saved me from dying on the trail of tears,” she said with a warm but mournful smile regarding the Indian who took it upon himself to put his tribe’s spoken word into something that could be read.  A man whose words, and presence, allowed her to survive the forced relocation as a child from Georgia to Oklahoma, despite the fact that the Cherokee were more successful and accomplished in the White World than the Palefaces were in any world.   With so much of that due to brain-smart rather than brawn-strong Sequoia.

“Shaekespear was a smart man who wrote powerful words that will make any of you sound smarter than the stupid and well-armed White men from the village valley, or anywhere else,” Big Bear explained to the brown-skinned Mountain-based tribe.  “You can always defeat them here,” he continued, pointing to his head.  He  handed the book over to Bitching Crow, showing her the pages marked by leather tassels.  “By saying…” 

 “Be true to yourself and as sure as the day follows night, you cannot help but be true to anyone else,” she said in Lakota, Big Bear not being sure if she was reading from the English or the Cherokee text.  “A rose by any other name would smell just as sweet,” she continued.  “Better to have loved and lost than to not have loved at all,” she went on.

“True and interesting,”  Stalking Elk commented regarding more than one situation he encountered in his many years of hard, and perhaps because of such, internally fulfilling life.  A life in which the old man would have to be both strong and vigilant against those who wanted to change the way things had been since he was a boy.  He slowly glanced over the goods Big Bear had delivered, stroked his chin, then stared into the Soul of the Paleface Mountain Man who had brought such wealth to what must have seemed a small, insignificant village in the White World.  “What do you want in return for all of this, and everything else you have offered us in your many other visits here?” he asked Big Bear, demanding a truthful and accurate answer, with deadly seriousness.

“Besides one horse to pull your head to the East and another to pull your legs to the West so you can become taller?”  Running Ram offered, breaking the tense silence between the Stalking Elk and five-foot-four short Paleface Mountain Mench.

The other braves broke out into childlike laughter, as did Bitching Crow, then Stalking Elk himself.  But between the chuckles, Stalking Elk asked Big Bear again the most fundamental question of all. “What do you really want, and really need, Big Bear?”  the life-tested Chief asked with a kind but firm smile.

“For all of you to laugh at me, and with each other, like you are doing now,” Big Bear replied, realizing himself at that moment that such was his most special wish, and important mandate.


”That’s it?”  Growling Wolf asked, as a self-appointed, and perhaps silently elected, representative of all of the younger braves in the teepee.

“That’s it,” Big Bear replied.  “And…hmmm.”  He pondered, looking to both Growling Wolf and Stalking Elk. “Anything else you have up here in the mountains that you want me to trade for what I can get down there in the valley.” 

“Trading that only you can do because you were born with an ugly white skin,” Stalking Elk replied.  

“That has a red Lakota mind underneath it,” Big Bear replied.  “On a good day.”  He looked around the teepee and saw every face calculating the pros and cons of trusting him with yet another load of goods to take down below.  “And maybe this is a good day?” he asked them all.

“He has always brought back more goods than he has brought down,” Bitching Crow pointed out to her husband.

“So far,” Growling Wolf added as a cloud of doubt overcame the room.  “White men are usually in the business of making money for themselves.  And you, Big Bear, who is not taller than my youngest daughter, as I count it, seem to love losing money, or throwing it away.”

“It’s up to you,” Big Bear said to his hosts, still hoping they were his friends.  And silently praying that they had not become his new enemies.

The council meeting took longer than Big Bear anticipated, but it was worth it.  At the end of it, he was given five over-packed horses with goods from the mountain to be traded for wares down below.  Those goods included warm furs from no less than 10 species, most of them taken from those animals which were too old to survive another winter.   Dried meat and fish, spiced with herbs not obtainable in the valley, was also loaded onto the horses.  Such was common eating for the Lakota, exotic dining to Palefaces who left their homes in the East to create the same thing in the West, but with them on top.  Also amongst the cargo to be traded  were very used hand painted and interestingly-beaded leather pouches, blankets, macassins and coats.  They which were commonplace in the hills, but highly valued works of art in the valley, the worth of such increasing two fold for every five hundred miles East the buyer was.   

Big Bear was confident that he could get in exchange for what was on the horses wares that his favorite and perhaps only adopted tribe needed, and wanted.   The best axes, knives, medicines, books, navigational devices, wagons, horses, pots, pans, heating oil and guns that he could obtain, keeping the ‘ignorant Stone Age’ savages one technological step ahead of the Palefaces coming their way in case things got competitive.    Stalking Elk dictated the list of required wares to Bitching Crow, who wrote them down on paper with, this time anyway, not too many modifications.   This time it was a tall order, amounting to $2,000 worth of goods, according to Big Bear’s calculations.  The goods on the horses, along with the horses, could fetch maybe a thousand’ -worth in goods.  But, Big Bear would supplement it with something he never told anyone about except Bitching Crow.  From a location that she did find out about, but never revealed to anyone, even her husband.

But there was one ‘surplus asset’ from the Lakota village that found its way onto the pack line and onto the fur-covered one-axeled wheeled cart which neither Bitching Crow, nor Stalking Elk, nor any of the thus-far-anyway loyal braves on the council knew about.  It moved on its own, and when proded by Big Bear’s hand, it evoked a loud, boisterous sound that both informed and irritated all within hearing range.  

“I hate this place!” the 15 year old Lakota girl belted out with the nagging shrill of a woman twice her age.    “I hate all of you people, and I can’t wait to get away from all of you low, common and ordinary people!” the ‘princess’ proclaimed to her onlookers.  “You are all stupid, ignorant, dumb Indians,”  she continued.  “And these clothes!” she said of the perfectly-fitted, colorfully-painted leather dress covering her very attractive body, one that had a curve to the hip, a small waist, and ample bussoms over it all.  “Are these the best clothes my ‘dear old dad’ can afford?  And as for that ‘dream husband’ he’s picked for me.  His dream, not mine!  I’m gonna find my own dress and my own husband in the ‘mean, terrible, horrible’ valley below where the Palefaces live and---“

Taking mercy on everyone, including himself, Big Bear put his hand over the young maiden’s mouth. “This I don’t trade,” he said regarding her, addressing all of the men old enough to be the ‘fair maiden’s’ father.  “I won’t bring her down there with me, no matter how badly all of you want to get rid of her, or how badly she wants to go.  So, who does she belong to?  Who’s her father?”

The male warriors remained silent, all of the faces in front of Big Bear shaking their head ‘no’. Some with fear, some with denial, and some with relief. 

“I’m not leaving here until someone claims her,” Big Bear proclaimed, standing his ground, taping his foot in perfect synchronized time with his watch.  “I can wait here all day, which is, let’s see, how many ticks of the watches I gave you and the tapping of my feet, at 60 taps a minute, and 60 minutes an hour, and---“

“---She’s mine,” finally came from apologetic and life-tired voice of the back of the crowd of onlookers.  “Great Spirit help me, she’s mine,”  Stalking Elk said as he walked forward towards the girl, whose mouth Big Bear released from his now-teeth-bitten hand. He gently pulled her out of the one cart and placed her kicking feet gently on the ground.  

Stalking Elk welcomed her with open arms which were visible to the rest of the tribe, and a ‘you’re gonna listen and I’m gonna talk for your own good and my own sanity’ look in his eyes that was seeable only by her, and Big Bear.  

“I’m a princess, you know,” she proclaimed in a growl to her father with arms folded.  

“And I’m your father,” Stalking Elk answered back with as calm a tone as he could muster, the trembling fingers of his right hand now pulled in a tight  fist.  “And Chief of this tribe who---“

“---is glad to have you with us,” Bitching Crow said with a warm smile and a matching tone, loud enough for everyone to hear. She discretely pushed her daughter’s crossed arms down, and pryed open the fingers in her husband’s clenched fist.  “An essential part of our loving family,” Bitching Crow continued as she pulled father and daughter into loving hug, visible for all to see, keeping them there by pushing them by the small of their backs.  “Our daughter, who will marry only someone she approves of,” she said to Stalking Elk. “Since no Lakota enslaves another Lakota, and we three are all one happy family, in service of many Lakota families, yes?”

“Yes”, Stalking Elk said, yielding to reason, as well as the fingernails of his wife that were penetrating into his back, about to carve big holes in his flesh.  The women of the village, particularly those with daughters, nodded with approval to each other, looking away from their men while doing so.   

“And your father,” Bitching Crow said to her daughter.  “He’s a wise and noble Chief, who always has your best interest at heart, and mind.  Who has a Man’s mind.  A Man’s heart.  That’s always strong.  Brave.  And smart.   Yes?, “ she continued in a loud voice.  “Who I promise to talk some reason into this time,” Bitching Crow whispered to her daughter.  Yes?”

“Yes,” the maiden princess replied.  The men of the village nodded boldly to themselves that all was right again.  The women behind them rolled their eyes to the beat of a more gentle drummer.
“Then, yes!” Bitching Crow proclaimed, breaking out into song as she pushed father and daughter into an even tighter hug, and ‘encouraged’ them to dance with each other.    At the old hag’s signal, a quiet, uneventful man sitting on the ground started beating a drum.  One by one, everyone else in the tribe began celebrating, except one.  She stood outside her teepee, inviting Big Bear to come into her tent for a private celebration.  Her face was beautiful, and her smile was warm.  And her eyes, very loving.  Even trustable.

Big Bear let his stare linger upon her face, but before he could say anything with his lips, mouth or eyes, his horse nudged him.  “Yeah I know,” he said to the steed who had been with him longer than any human being he knew, or wanted to know.  “The day that you linger in Paradise, particularly if you helped create it, is the day it turns into…hmmm…something worse.  For everyone.  Just the way it is.”

With that, and all of the painful memories behind it that he told his horse but never his Lakota family, or the newest female prospect in his life, he smiled a goodbye to her, got on his horse, and led the pack of four legged compadres towards the hill that would take him down to the valley.  And another world that would never really understand what he was about.  As perhaps it should be.  But in any event, as it was.

CHAPTER 2

The route down from places on the map which had no names to those that had too many of them led Big Bear to a lower plateau of grass smelling more like flowers. A gentle wind blew through his overgrown beard, reminding him that he had a face under it.  A face that had been seen by more than his share of women who he thought he loved, and men who thought that Big Bear’s women loved them.  But that was all behind him now.  Two winters ago he said he would make a fresh start, and live life on the mountains’ terms.  One of those giants, whose rock face jutted out of the dirt below, spoke to Big Bear in that language he could feel, but could not completely understand.  The mountains also offered things to those who were bold enough to visit them.  This time, it was a herd of wild elk in front of Big Bear’s eyes, which were wide open.  The magnificently-horned beasts spooked the horses, but they seemed tame enough to Big Bear.   Masterable if someone with enough ambition, greed or skill took aim at them and converted them into meat.  Good eating for hungry stomachs, and valuable to be had as furs, along with the extract from the horns which were even more prized as aphrodisiacs. 

Maybe the Mountain delivered this very passive herd of elk to Big Bear, as it had delivered him game in the past as he needed it.  Then as he wanted it.  But there was one lesson that Big Bear knew all too well regarding all of that.  “A herd of meat, furs and potions for the taking,” he said to his horse.  “But, we have enough meat for now and enough furs for next winter and the following one as well.  And as we both know, if you take only from the mountain only what you need, it won’t give you what you or anyone else can’t handle.”

The horse that had been Big Bear’s most trusted companion, though he still was given no human name, seemed to understand.  Or so Big Bear wanted or needed to believe.   He diverted the one-man, five horse caravan away from the Elk, letting them enjoy the grass.  Or perhaps letting some other hunter, be it on two or four legs, take what he wanted, or needed, from that herd.  

With each descent from the mountain, the brown grass got greener, and the hard rock turned more muddy.   Taking advantage of such was a farmer, higher up than any other such endeavors Big Bear had seen.  Those tillers of the earth had made the ground bleed with the plow, but coming up from those wounds were vegetables and fruits which Nature saw fit to not grow on its own, at least in this part of the Continent.  From a distance the corn, tomatoes, cabbage and beans seemed as colorful to Big Bear’s eye as they were tasteful to the tongue.  Big Bear recalled those days when he had more skin on his face than beard.  In those distant yet still memorable times he had been particularly fond of salads during poor months, and stews in more lucrative weeks. Both activated the senses of his tongue while the soot-infested air of South Boston clogged up his nose.   During those days of childlike innocence working at his Uncle’s shoe factory, he often lived under the impression that those vegetables and fruits grew in the slots of the wagons owned by the merchants, growing big and magnificent as said merchants sang exotic songs about the ‘old country’.  Song that were both sad and joyous.  But all of that ended when Big Bear learned about how his dirt poor Uncle acquired ownership of the factory, and how he kept his ‘loyal workers’ from cutting his money-hungry throat.  
The real story had something to do with Big Bear’s mother, and the accidental death of his father.  When Big Bear finally found the letters that supported the forbidden fables, he presented them to the Sheriff of Cambridge and the Mayor of Worster.  Both decided it was best to burn the letters, and send Big Bear to a hospital, where his blasphemously-literary imagination would be quenched by reading only the Good Book, passages of such selected by the Good Fathers there and enforced by the Sisters of Mercy.     

It was there that Big Bear read the Good Book between the lines, and other books when the Good Fathers and Good Sisters were in private chambers, spawning the odd accidental ‘devoted Catholic’ nine months later.   Or calling in the Doctor sooner.  It was from Doctor Stone, a Jew who had the good sense to change his name from Stein so he could more effectively practice his craft, that Big Bear got more books, and got private lessons about people from the Rabbi-physician which were not printable in any book.   But, as Big Bear reflected now, not enough lessons about people.  The apprentices ended prematurely, with Big Bear becoming of age for the Military and conscripted to fight the Mexicans in a War that was supposed to be about preserving Freedom.  He learned very well how to use a gun, knife and bayonette, but not how to deal with the horror inflicted on his soul after he took another man’s life with such tools.   Little did he know that life on the run as a deserter from a War that was about nothing except Americans getting more money, power and slaves, would involve more killing just to stay alive.  And to keep the people who helped keep him Alive, the Indians, from getting killed.  But, that was then, and this was now. The Mexicans were all pushed into moving South of the Rio Grande, and the American Army was busy trying to hold onto whoever it could in the face of mass desertions to another American Army South of the Mason  Dixon Line.  Maybe the Indians and Big Bear would be left alone.  And maybe these farmers, dots on the distant horizon to Big Bear’s eyes, who dared or were forced to come this far up the mountain, would be left alone as well.  As would the domestic livestock of horses, pigs, cows and chickens behind the fences they build to keep them, and themselves, protected from the wilderness.  But the animals of the wilderness who chose to see what was going on in their territory were not so lucky.   One of them let known his presence to Big Bear with a blood curdling, barely-audible whine.

A day ago he was a healthy, four-legged coyote, most probably playing with his brothers and sisters like domestic puppies do.  But now, he was a three and a half legged beast who struggled with all of his might to pull off the leg that was caught in a trap set amidst a maze of metal fencing which had barbs on every three inches of its length.  His sibblings were dead, all strangled by the wire or poisoned by the meat put within it, and most certainly the still alive coyote envied them.   Big Bear ran over to the injured animal as quickly as he could, cutting up his own hands on the wire to see if there was any hope for the canine whose only crime was being born a coyote adopted for the woods rather than a dog designed to live inside a cabin.   There wasn’t.  

Big Bear looked into the face of the coyote, noting that his eyes had been retracted deep into the sockets.  Yes, he was ready to go.  Yes, it was that look which every animal gave its predator before it gave that predator permission to send him to the beyond realm.  And yes, Big Bear was no innocence lamb in the pasture or babe in the woods with regard to taking the life of another animal.   Every one of Big Bear’s traps were designed to kill the animal immediately with a blow to the head.  Not so with the less expensive standard traps used by greedy White men or the snares used by lazy Indians.   And like the Indians who still were Indians, Big Bear thanked the ghost of every dead creature he killed for its sacrifice, knowing that one day he would be killed for the welfare of another creature.   One of those rules of the Mountain that everyone who lived on it had to follow. But this was the valley, and the rules were different here.  Still, they could be followed according to Mountain morality.

“I apologize for whoever built these wires that got you tied up,” he said to the coyote as he pulled out his knife with his right hand and gently caressed the dry, blood-stained fur of the coyote’s neck.  “You can come back as something that kills or eats him, or her,” he continued.  “I do know that assholes come in both genders, though we often realize that fact too late to do anything about it,” he confessed.  “Now…rest easy, because you have a long and interesting journey ahead of you, my friend,” he whispered, after which he slit the coyote’s throat with his knife, then cut the spinal cord just below the neck.  To be sure that no other creature would get into the concoction of wires that intentionally or non-intentionally had been set as a trap for wildlife trying to investigate what happens on the ‘civilized’ side of such fences, he buried every bit of the poisoned, ‘industrial’ smelling coyote bait in a deep hole, along with the creatures who had succumbed to such.   As he threw dirt over the hole, he thought about the inefficiency of it all.    The waste.  And the cruelty.  Sure, the wars between Indian tribes were often as vicious as any war between European or European-derived nations.  But there was an efficiency to them.  A purpose to it all.  And there was never one party who won everything and another that lost everything.  Such was not the case in the worlds Big Bear rode into next on his way to the valley trading post where he usually got the best deals for his Indian friends in the mountains.

 “Hmm…’Entering Utopia’,” Big Bear read on the freshly-painted sign on the road which only last season was little more than a path.   “’Population and prospects, growing’!” he read, thinking that whoever chose the name for this re-named town that fancied itself as a city was well read with regard to books, and imaginative with regard to how to make friends and influence people.  But there was something about Utopia that smelled different than its pledge, beginning with the irritating odor that penetrated Big Bears nostrils and seemed to make his horses not want to open theirs.   The source of such was below, somewhere underneath a fog further down the valley that was co-created by Nature as well as the hand of its most powerful species.

“Come on there, lads,” Big Bear heard in a big voice from a small man atop of wagon in front of a dusty, foul-smelling hole at the base of the mountain.  “That mountain was made by the Good Lord fer all of us to get rich!”  Foreman Sean O’Neal continued to the soot-covered laborers in the adjacent mine while he sat comfortably on the buckboard of his wago.   The laborers’ faces were all the same, whatever skin underneath covered with tsoot.  The only thing distinctive about them was their eyes, the whites of which contrasted their blackened faces.  Still, their exhausted bodies kept picking away at the rock, and whose blistered hands shoveled more of the dirt which because dust that caused them to cough up phlegm and blood.  “I know ya be White under all that soot, and yer all here by yer own free will, but if ya see to it to leave, there ain’t no one stoppin’ ya.  We can always get cheap Nigger labor or Chinks to do your job, and unlike the arrangement we made with you, the boss gets to keep EVERYTHING that comes out of the ground for himself, and me,”  he barked out.   

One of the laborers saw Big Bear, admiring something about him that apparently he had lost.  As did his fellow workers. They suddenly grinded their labors to a halt, feeling the pain in their overworked muscles, the grumbling of their underfed bellies and the aching in their immigrant hearts.   Seeing such, O’Neal stood up and addressed them with more fatherly tone.

“I can see that it makes good sense fer ya to think about maybe headin’ back East ta Boston or New York, or maybe, if ya can, stow away on a ship headin’ back to the Emerald Isle, or wherever else is the Old Country for ya,” O’Neal said.  “No disgrace to go home a loser, ya know, since God didn’t create this world so that everyone can be a winner, don’t ya know.   Two week’s free wages to any man who wants to quit now, give up, and head on home.  Home sweet home.”  O’Neal flashed twenty dollar coins up in the air as proof of his intentions. “Any takers, now, lads?”  he continued.   “Twenty dollars wages to any lad who wants to quit now.  But,” he went on, taking out three jugs of whiskey from below the wagon board.  “As many swigs as ya can handle for any MAN who decides to continue strivin’ for the American Dream!   Twenty percent of the take from a Mountain that’ll pay off Millions once ya get to the inner core of it!  Unless ya want to Niggers and Chinks to get all of it!” 


O’Neal looked up towards Big Bear’s vantage point behind the trees, but didn’t see the Mountain Man.  Or maybe he did.  Somehow it didn’t matter.  What did matter, to Big Bear anyway, was that win or lose, these immigrant laborers had lost more than most of their body fat and fistfuls of healthy tissue from what was left of their lungs.   He had seen it many times before.   Men who had gold fever became vicious animals against each other once it was fueled with firewater, decimating each other long before the bosses would come on board to pick their pockets and the ravens would pick their bones.   This time Big Bear was determined to stop it.  But before he could emerge from behind the bushes, the head laborer took the first jug of brew from O’Neal, threw a swig of its contents into his parched throat, then pounded the rock with the furocity of a Herculean hero.   His comrades did the same. All of their voices joined in song, initiated by a harmonica played by O’Neal’s huddled up driver on the buckboard.  The Gary Owen, a stirring tune from the Old Country that Big Bear had an ominous feeling about.  A tune that perhaps one day would be used by Irish Blue Coats drunk with power who would come up the mountains to the High Plains to exterminate the Red Man, along with taking no prisoners with regard to Red women, and children.    But, that was only a dream Big Bear had.  Actually, a nightmare.  For the moment, in the land of the living, the expatriate White Mountain man had wares from the mountains to trade for goods from the valley to take back up to his people in the mountains.  And, if possible, do some good for people in the valley who deserved and needed it most.

As Big Bear proceeded further in toward the center of Utopia, he rode past a graveyard at which several still-living men were burying what seemed to recently-deceased ones.  A young man was burying a man whose bloody clothing, and gaunt ghostlike complexion matched the workers at the mine.   The young man noticed Big Bear and stared into his face, connecting to the old-before-his-time Mountain Man.  Under the black soot on his face, his skin was very white, and fair.  His blue ocular portholes picked up the brightest rays of light from the sun and reflected them back with warmth and a not-yet-defeated sense of optimism.   “Muller!”  the foreman in charge of the burial detail yells out at the blonde-haired lad of 30 years whose eyes were still that of a 19 year old.  “That Mountain Man is a dinosaur,” John McFearson shouted out with a Scottish brough so thick that it penetrated into every fiber of Big Bear’s skin.  “A dinosaur from the PAST!”  he continued.  “You ist eine worker in das present,” he went on a mocking German accent.  “Eine rich American worker with a future!  Der ye ken, laddie?  Verstehen?  Understand?”

“Yavol,” the clean shaven young man in wool clothing said to McFearson as he continued to stare at the overly bearded buckskin-clad Big Bear, admiring who the Mountain Man was, and the soon to be bygone era he still held onto.  “I mean,”  he continued, feeling the pain of reality hit him in between his tired but still open eyes. “Yes,”  Muller continued.   With that, he smiled a well intentioned ‘I wish you well, though I can never go where you are going’ farewell to Big Bear and proceeded to bury the miner in a grave that seemed to be a prelude to his own.   But not quite yet, somehow.

With all of the men under his command going back to work, McFearson looked towards Big Bear, about to ask him his business.  But Big Bear knew that even the most impersonal greetings would start an argument which would create the need for more graves, very much including that of McFearson himself.    And by the stench of death in the air, there had been enough dying that day.  Death of the body, and more dangerously, death of many souls who didn’t know they had become walking corpses, or worse.

CHAPTER 3

Big Bear remembered the main street of Utopia when there wasn’t even a path between the buildings, and when there was only one building.   Blackjack’s Trading Post was still standing, having survived the winds of summer and winter, along with the various manifestations of precipitation from the clouds above.   But the question now was whether about the log cabin with nothing more than a coral next to it and a water trough in front could survive the newer buildings around it.   Saloons, Mercantile Buildings, Banks, Clothing shops, Hardware stores, Bordellos, Opium Dens and Boarding Houses cast shadows over the Trading Post no matter where the sun stood in the sky.  Each of them smelled of ‘progress’, the lumber no more than three years away from the tree, the brick not yet baked into a rust color by a summer of heat.   Some of the people walking into, out of and around them seemed to be prosperous, looking down on those who weren’t, or not looking at the less fortunate at all.  The less fortunate looked at the ground mostly, or the dead air in front of their dying eyes, particularly as they carried the goods for the ‘fortunate’.   

“Yeah, this town does have a hierarchy of skin tone,” Big Bear said to his horse as he rode through the middle of the street, noting that the ‘fortunates’ had faces as white as snow, while everyone else was a redskin, blackskin or ‘sootskin’, the latter category being those Caucasions whose stubbly haired faces were caked with foul-smelling mud which reeked of toxins that would eventually kill them.   IF they were lucky.  Indeed, the first signs of affliction were evident in their unsteady feet and shaking hands.   “We’ll have to do something about all of this,” Big Bear said to his horse, as he himself was being ignored by the ‘fortunate’ adults, and seemed to be scaring the Fortunates’ kids.   
But one set of eyes did give Big Bear assertive acknowledgement.   The tune he was sang as he came out of the Sheriff’s office was Polish. But by the way he wore his badge with pride, bravado and superiority, he was an American now.  Complete with an oversized belly that seemed to keep up with his inflated head, both perfectly color coordinated with the double barreled shotgun that rested on his hip and two shiny pistols on either side of his fat ass.  

Big Bear nodded a pleasant ‘howdy’ to the pot bellied law enforcement office, getting nothing back except an indignant stare.  One of those ‘just take care of your business and get out of town and we’ll be fine’ stares that Big Bear had experienced in many towns before.  
Though everything in Utopia seemed clean, it smelled dirty and toxic.  From the stacks of black clouds eminating from thick chimneys to  the troughs of water lining the streets.   But, thankfully, the water in the trough in front of Blackjack’s Trading Post smelled trustable, and palatable, particularly to Big Bear’s horse.  “Don’t know what Blackjack put in here, but I’ll see if I can get more of it,” he promised to his four-hoofed companion as he removed his bridle, then unhitched the other equines from each other and the one-wheeled wagon designed for hard mountain country rather than easy street valley strolling.   “And I’ll be sure to get you some of Blackjack’s specially blended sweetfeed,” he continued, then noted that the new windows were built for fashion rather than function.  “Though by the looks of this place now, it seems that Blackjack is gone, whoever owns it puts more sweet in the feed than feed,” he lamented.  
To Big Bear’s relief, the Trading Post did still have what a man needed, rather than what a spoiled wife or bratty kid wanted.  Beans, flour, dried meat, saddles, guns, knives and books that were not tall tales about Western legends who either never lived or would not allow the writer to live if they read what was written about them.   But in the ‘New West’ portion of the store, which covered 80 percent of the space in the newly expanded cabin, there were books about brave, heroic souls who tamed the West and conquered the Heathen.   Just below them was a collection of long, black haired wigs that looked more like scalps upon close examination.   Big Bear perused three of the books, looking for mention of himself in it, thankfully not seeing such.  Satisfied that he was still unknown, and that the secrets regarding his real Calling and reason for being in the West was still not public knowledge, he strolled past the rack of colorfully-shiny dresses and wrinkle-less black suits to the hardware department.  He wondered what marvels from the ground were being used to dig further into it, focusing on a new model boldly displayed in the middle of the floor.  

“It’s called a plow,” a gentleman clad in a freshly-pressed black suit and freshly shined shoes called out to Big Bear with French accent.  “For growing crops,” he continued in a slow, explanative tone, as if speaking to a child.  “To make crops.”

“And to make the earth bleed,” Big Bear said with a sad smile.  He continued. “And turning old friends into…”

“…What we have to be,” the clerk said as Big Bear turned around.  “What we’re paid to be anyway,” Blackjack confessed to his old friend once he recognized him.

“I see you got a haircut, Blackjack” Big Bear smiled at Blackjack, who was now as proper in deportment as any of the photographs in the male fashion pages of the catalog lining his shelves.  “And a shave.”     

“And you didn’t,” Blackjack smiled back at Big Bear.  He pulled a jug of unlabeled elixir up from under the shelf, then proceeded to pour its special contents into the two leather-lined clay ‘antique’ mugs which were the only drinking vessels he and Big Bear owned back in the winter of ‘52 after they lost most everything else in an avalanche.  “How long has it been, Big Bear?”

“Longer than I thought,” Big Bear said, measuring his chest-length beard and nearly two foot long topknot with a ruler hanging from the wall, and doing the appropriate calculations.  “Unless living up in the hills made my hair grow faster.”

Blackjack offered one of the mugs to Big Bear.  Big Bear smelled its fragrant and familiar contents, terrified somehow of what would happen if he let it pass his lips.   

“Apple juice,” Blackjack assured him.  “Not hard cider.  I know how you feel about firewater. As you put is, ‘water that puts OUT the fire in the Soul’.  N’est pas?”

“A view that is not very popular, but which I still hold is true,” Big Bear replied.  He took two moderate swallows of the special ‘brew’, letting them quench his dry mouth.  Then a third gulp which  felt warm to the spice-starved walls of his grumbling stomach.  “Good.  Real good.  Exceptionally good,” he said, shocked that something so pleasing to the palate could come from Blackjack’s non-culinary hands. 

“Because of exceptional spices, my friend,” Blackjack said by way of explanation, showing Big Bear to two shelves loaded with new arrivals, in glass jars with shapes Big Bear had never seen.  “Imported from---“

“---Places I read about, or hope I never have to see again” Big Bear interjected regarding the labels on the bottles indicating that they all came from cities lining the East Coast of America.  The rest were from the other side of the Great Pond.  Places and experiences he never told Blackjack about, or for that matter, no one else West of the Mighty Mississip.   Better that way for everyone, for reasons that they didn’t have to know about.  But reasons that Big Bear would have to deal with on his own, one day.

“So, how’s it been where you’ve been, Big Bear?”  the ex-mountain man asked regarding his old home, and the life he had carved into it.

“Not all that different from when we were both up there, Blackjack” Big Bear replied, hoping it was not a lie or self-deception.  “And here?” he continued, looking up at the store, then straight into his old friend’s tired and defeated eyes. “How’s it been here?”

“Different,”  Blackjack answered, his attention drawn to a young woman wearing a tattered dress and freshly-bruised face who commenced stealing some candy, then a pair of shoes, then a blouse.   “Yeah, very different, and…” he continued.  “Not welcomed in my store!” he yelled out to the wench. 

“For the candy, the shoes and the dress,” Big Bear said to Blackjack, handing him small nuggets of gold, two coins and a fur pelt from his waist.  

“But not that---!”  Blackjack yelled at the woman, ignoring what Big Bear had put on the counter.   Blackjack stepped in front of the wench just before she was about to grab the handle of a knife with the most expensive handle and sharpest blade from the display counter.  “This is my store.  And these are still my goods!” he yelled at her, his anger covering what felt to Big Bear like fear.  “No matter who wants to pay for them!”  Blackjack barked out at Big Bear as the mountain man pulled out some more money from his still-fully-filled-pouch.  

Blackjack put the goods the woman was ‘sampling’ back in their appropriate places, then put the money Big Bear had put on the counter back into the Mountain Man’s pockets.  

“You DO know who I am, don’t ya know,” the wench in the long, red hair and shapely figure with firey green eyes reminded Blackjack with a heavy Irish accent.  

“A woman in need of a knife to cut up meat,” Big Bear interjected as he put his money on the counter again, adding some more to it, then grabbing hold of a side of dried beef, wishing it was elk, or buffalo.  He took the knife from its place in the display, inserted it into the meat and presented it to the woman with a courtly bow. “A knife to protect her from the man who tore her dress apart,” he continued, noting the tattored clothing on her frail body.

Blackjack was infuriated, as he turned to Big Bear and barked, “Why don’t ya buy her a new dress while yer at it too, you stupid----“ 
“---Fool?” Big Bear smiled back. “ I’ve been called worse, and been worse.” He pulled down a dress from the display wall, the best in the store, then placed it in front of the woman’s chest.  “Yes, it does fit you,” he smiled at her. “Like whoever put it together knew that it was only you who should have it.”  With his other hand, he placed another fistful of money on the purchasing counter, not seeming or caring to know how much it was.
Blackjack put his foot down, or more accurately his fist, directly on the dress as the wench was about to take it into her slender-fingered hands.  A battle of wit and wills get set into motion between the half-breed Frenchman who passed as White and the very White ‘lady’ who had no trace of black or Indian blood in her.  

“He is allowed to be a fool if he wants to be, Blackjack” she said regarding Big Bear.  “And you can be a selfish idiot, or a self-destructive one,”  she continued to Blackjack as he tried to put Big Bear’s money back into his old friend’s pouch, said old friend not letting him do so. “It is a free country, ain’t it?”

“But not an honorable one, with women like you around,” Blackjack barked at the wench.  

“Who’s he?” the woman asked, finally seeing the face of her benefactor, and letting herself become absorbed into his loving eyes.  As he became absorbed into hers.

“Someone who you’ll have nothing to do with if I have anything to do with it,” Blackjack grunted. He observed his old, now love-struck friend reach into his pocket for an item that always got him into trouble.  Blackjack placed his own hand over it as he faced the wench into her eyes, with all the courage he could muster.  “And he wants nothing to do with you if he has any brains.  Or balls…Or---“

“---Beans, bacon, flour and shells,’ a woman interjected as she walked in, or perhaps magically appeared.  “Got heap big wompam,” the very female and very armed Indian woman in a wide-brimmed gunslinger hat continued as she strolled around the store gathering the goods she need. She was brashly clad in fringed chaps, leather coat and spurred moccasins that somehow shook the floor with every stride, though they didn’t make a sound that could be heard by the human ear.  “Wompam that wasn’t stolen from any man, or woman,” she proclaimed as she delivered the goods to the counter with her left hand, legal tender with her right, staring Big Bear in the face.

“Neither is my money!” Big Bear observed coming out of his mouth, before he could think about what he was saying. “My money isn’t stolen from any man, woman, OR mountain,” he went on, by way of necessary explanation that he hoped he would not have to explain.

“You people usually call me Gwen,” she said by way of explanation as she rolled her eyes, ignoring Big Bear’s insistent claim.  “And I know who and what all of you are,” she continued,  regaring the store, and the mismatched trio of people in it 
Blackjack bit into the wompam the half-woman/half man Indian had put on the counter.  “It’s real gold,” she said, having seen every one of his actions with the eyes behind her head.  “Which should cover what’s on this counter, and everything else on my list,” she continued as she plopped a piece of paper in front of Blackjack’s anger-fueled eyes.  

As money was to be had, and goods were worth nothing unless they were sold, Blackjack filled Gwen’s order with disgruntled sighs.   Big Bear and the wench had a conversation of their own with their curious, then adoring eyes.  A situation which both Gwen and Blackjack seemed to be more interested in than the commercial transaction between them.   

“They call me Big Bear,” the short, over-bearded Mountainman said to the woman.

“And they call me Kathleen, Big Bear,” she replied with a welcoming diction that came straight from the depth of her God Fearing Soul and the heart of the Emerald Isle.  

The rest, they related with their eyes, their lips and their nods of escalating approval.

“Interesting the way they look at each other and don’t say anything,” Gwen said to Blackjack regarding the Mountain man who was losing all sense of direction and altitude behind  the emerald green eyes of the red-haired Valley Maiden.

“Yeah, strange, romantic coincidence,” Blackjack commented. “Just like you coming in here just after he did.”
“No such thing as coincidence,” Gwen smiled back as she lifted a jug of water from the counter and raised it up to her parched lips.  She then allowed herself to slip on the floor. Some of the contents of the jug landed into Big Bear’s face.  The remainder of cold water fell upon Kathleen’s chest.  

“You bitch!” the simple peasant Irish woman shot back to Gwen, in very American English as she covered up her cold and very visualizable breasts.  “Fucking whore!  This is my best dress.  My only dress.   My—“

Gwen’s very satisfied smile was met by the business end of Big Bear’s pistol.  “Who are you!” he demanded to know of the beautiful Indian woman, who was armed better than he ever could be, and with more than just firearms.  “Who the hell are you!” he blasted out again, as if he saw many faces in her one.

“It’s the WHAT that should concern you, Little Cub,” she smiled back.

“And that ‘what’ is?!”  Big Bear growled back, with more fear behind his bark than he figured on.

“A needed coincidence,” Gwen replied, staring into the vastness behind her eyes.  She turned reflective, then dead serious, then terrified, then she started to laugh.   
“What are you laughing at?” he asked, then requested, the demanded to know.

“I be laughin’ at me, don’t ya know,” Gwen replied in an Irish accent that seemed as authentic as Kathleen’s, at least to Big Bear.  “Ya be fixin ta do somethin’ ‘bout that?”

The crazy gunslinger Indian woman got lost in her own mad laughter.  Big Bear saw fit to deal with the world on the seeable side of reality.  And the woman from that very real realm that had captured his heart, who was in need of a wardrobe change very quickly.  “Blackjack!”  Big Bear shouted out as he saw another piece of apparel Kathleen had eyes for while huddled in one of the Trading Post owner’s blankets.  He threw another nugget of gold Blackjack’s way. “That dress as well, and anything else in here my lady wants. And deserves!   To match her---”

“---‘eyes, which you you have known forever’” Gwen said, knowing somehow exactly the words Big Bear was preparing to come out of his parched mouth.  And whose finger he was about to surround with the ring in his pocket he was saving for the next woman of his dreams who would be that Final One. 

“Whose Christian name is Kathleen,” Blackjack interjected regarding the DESIRED mystery woman in Big Bear’s life. “But whose surname is---“

“---Something and someone in my past!”  Kathleen bolted back at Blackjack.  “Who’s now way back in my past,” she continued, looking at Big Bear with affection, trust and that elisive emotion called love which required Big Bear to seal the agreement that both of them had already signed in their hearts.

He pulled the silver and lead ring out of his pocket with his firm right hand, and with a trembling left paw took her fair, find fingers into his sweaty palm.  “May I have the honor, Kathleen?” he asked her on bended knee.

“It’s me who is honored,” she replied as Big Bear slipped the ring on her finger.  “And touched,” she continued gazing at the plain, gold plated ring it as it it was a fifty karot diamond.  

“It’s me that’s touched,” Big Bear said.  “By the joy of giving you whatever you need, and want.  After what I surmise has been a history of people denying you what you deserve.  A history that’s now officially ended.”   
Blackjack shook his head, saying ‘yet again, you idiot,’ to his old friend.  Big Bear answered him back with words, and another purchase request.

“I was never smarter than I am at this very moment,” the Mountainman said to his old friend afterwhich he threw another bag of gold onto the purchase counter.  “And before starting my new life with this beautiful new friend, I require the purchase of eight of your tamest horses, with tack, as well as a wagon with appropriate harness to handle your two strongest beasts.”  

“And for what purpose?” Blackjack inquired.

“For his new family?” Gwen said. “A big one, no doubt.”

“Indeed yes,” Big Bear replied, pondering how Gwen was very accurate about that statement, but in ways she could not possibly be aware of.

Gwen observed the two lovers fall into an embrace, then going on a shopping spree for their new lives together.   Or, to be accurate, Gwen’s new life with Big Bear.  But she also observed Blackjack, who was thinking twice about pocketing the coins and nuggets that his old friend had insisted he take for his wares.

“You should keep it.  Your old friend is paying for his education,” Gwen said.   “And you’ll need it for your own getaway money when the time comes, one day.”

“A day which I think, and fear, is…today,” Blackjack replied.  “Especially if Big Bear, or as you call him, Little Cub,’ is true to his reputation and old habits.”

“What old habits?”  Gwen asked.

Blackjack replied with guns and ammo, both delivered discretely into Gwen’s satchel and pockets.   Deliveries for which he refused any payment, save Gwen’s not asking him any questions.   Particularly when an enterage of very powerful well dressed New West aristocrats arrived on the stage coach outside of his window, their suitcases and belongings carried by those who were far less fortunate, and whose power had been stolen from them.  

CHAPTER 

With new horses purchased, goods attached to them and the wagon that some of them were hitched up to pull, Big Bear was free to have some leisure and passion time aside from his self-assigned duties in one of those rare places in his travels where there were more than two people who had the same skin complexion as he did.   Though he looked and smelled like the animal for which he was named, he felt like an aristocrat when walking arm in arm with Lady Kathleen down the walkway of Utopia.   The wench in the torn dress who found her way into his life made him feel respectable.  Respectable enough to perhaps fit in now with the well dressed city slickers in this settlement that was indeed becoming a city.  The city of Utopia, where any man can get rich, feel rich, and be looked at as being rich by the sweat of his brow or the luck of the draw.   “Maybe I can settle in here,” he thought.  “Go up to the hills only when I want to rather than because I need to,” he continued as he envisioned himself with the Lady next to him, and the well-dressed gentlemen and ladies in Utopia who were looking at him like he was a gentleman.  Maybe such was because he walked with his head held high and a confidence in his stride.  And of course that he kept enough distance from the onlookers so they couldn’t smell the High Country ‘natural aromas’ that he could never get out of his skin, no matter how long he lingered in the river or scrubbed up in a hot tub.  

As for who Lady Kathleen was, the answers would come to Big Bear in time, in their natural time.  God and the Great Spirit knows that secrets are best revealed in their natural time, after all.  But, Lady Kathleen, elevated to such status as a result of Big Bear’s financial intervension, did have questions about him.  

“So, tell me about YOU,” she asked.  

“Like what?”  Big Bear replied, not used to anyone caring about his comings, goings and origins.

“’Where’, I was thinking,” she inquired with an inviting smile, and eyes that seemed to be able to handle the real stories that Big Bear had never told any of the other women who had come into his life, then left it.  “Where do you come from?”

Big Bear pointed to the mountains to the West, letting them do the talking for him.  They knew what to say better than any man or woman who he had ever met.

“And where are you going?”  he continued, surprisingly satisifed with his last answer.

Big Bear let his finger have its way, bringing her attention and his imaginations to the Mountains to the North.  Canada, maybe.  A place where there was more reading going on than shooting, so he read anyway.

“And why did you come down here?”  Kathleen pressed, this time wanting a very specific answer, and not settling for anything less.

Big Bear stopped, then pointed to ten colored-skinned souls with aching backs moving around heavy goods for those with White skins.   Though those laborers with red, yellow and black skin did not wear any chains, only the most insensitive of two legged creatures could not feel the shackles around their legs, arms and necks.   The Masters of those once-free souls decided to have a social meeting amongst themselves, the men talking about prices and prospects, the women gossiping about the men.  Their underpaid or unpaid servants were left to the task of loading their goods from one wagon to another, watched over by two Overseers with whips on their belts, deputy badges on their chests, and jugs of whisky in their grubby hands.  

Two of the servants, a Blackfoot brave with cropped hair with roots in the mountains and a black-skinned kinky-haired man with origins in Africa, still had eyes that were open, and alive.   It was to them that Big Bear threw the first two bags of gold nuggets from his pocket, motioning for them to leave their masters and grab one of the horses from the coral he brought into town for them to make a getaway to a new life.    As they slithered away from the deputized Overseers,  Big Bear threw another eight bags of metallic material to the rest of the colored-skin ‘Unfortunates’.  This time, one of the Overseers did take notice of something other than the whiskey going down his throat.  But before he could wield his whip upon the slaves, Big Bear pointed his gun at him and his half-drunk pal.   By this time, the Masters had taken notice as well.

“So, ya’ll got some pennies from heaven, or maybe it was gold from the devil,” the most Preacher-like of the Masters said condescendingly to Big Bear. He then looked with fear at the large amount of wealth in a pouch the Mountain Man had thrown that hit the ground, having missed the grasp of a frail ‘servant’. Then the Preacher-Master noted then how scared his other gentlemen were to pull out their guns on the short, bearded half-Injun demon from hills.   “The right, moral and smart thing to do, of course, is to hand over those bags of temptation to your Masters, so they can spend it as it should be spent, and not foolishly in the devil’s service like you will,” he said to each of the ten servants, with a kindly, paternal smile.

Five of the slaves saw, or accepted, the reasoning for giving Big Bear’s liberation money to their Masters.  They were rewarded with a pat on the back, a piece of jerky or a compliment that made them feel ‘safe’ again.  The rest walked towards the steeds and horse-drawn cart Big Bear had brought down from the hills, climbed on top of them, and were rewarded with something else as they rode out of range of rifle fire.

“It’s called freedom, Kathleen,” Big Bear explained from the side of his mouth as his eyes kept focused on being sure the Masters and the two chicken-shit deputies didn’t their hard ‘earned’ human property from making their getaway.  “Freedom’s instinctual to some folks, findable by others, scary to most.  But, if something doesn’t scare you or make you work harder than you intended on, it ain’t worth a…”.    

Big Bear’s witty, humorous, and heartfelt analogy was not voiced, as the woman he intended on sharing it was well behind him, huddled behind a set of coffins.   To Big Bear’s right was something of more immediate danger.  “I’m Sheriff Ditka, and it wise idea to drop gun, Stranger,” the over-fed, overconfident and over-backed man with a burly mustache announced in a heavy Polish accent, five men with rifles drawn behind each of his waddling legs.   “If you do this peacefully, we let you ride back into stinking hole in the mountains you crawled out of.  Or maybe decide to not rape wench you just bought in Blackjack’s store.  Is a deal, Stranger?”

Kathleen, more scared than any of the liberated slaves, nodded ‘yes’ to the proposal.   Particularly when a man in a clean white suit puffing a fat cigar on the second story of the saloon looked her way.  
Big Bear considered the proposition not too unwise, as he assessed the odds and noted that he was outflanked on three sides.  Until he saw a face  nessled  in between the Bank and the Mining Claim Office behind the growing posse of very white townsfolk.  
Though out of hearing range, she seemed to be able to hear every word Sheriff Ditka had said, and every utterance which Big Bear held inside his clenched throat.  She shook her head ‘no’ to the proposition of riding on and letting the world be as it is, then said yes to another proposition which was brewing in Big Bear’s mind ever since he wandered into town for a routine trading visit.  Then he noticed something very worldly about this otherworldly woman.  Her hips were a lot bigger than he had remembered from the last time he saw her, and loaded up for some big time fireworks under her oversized coat.  Indeed, Gwen was now a walking arsenal.  But could she use those impliments of destruction fast enough to neutralize twenty armed men, without killing Big Bear’s new woman, and, if possible, himself?     
Big Bear counted to five as instructed by the mystery Indian, probably Half-Breed, woman who felt so…familiar.  On the count of one, the world he saw with his eyes around him seemed ‘lighter’.  On two it disappeared, entirely. On three a heaviness came over his body, making him feel like a rock about to become drawn into himself.  On four, that rock burst into a volcano inside his belly.  On five, the world around him turned black as night, but he could hear as clear as day what to with it, as instructed by thunder that seemed to come down from the heavens.  
Four blasts, in quick succession, blew up red smoke, then black fog in all four corners of the town square.   Every stabled or tethered horse in town seemed to run for the hills, except for Big Bear’s mount, who was harnessed to a wagon with a paint mare besides him. The faces of the White Masters and the armed palefaces who were paid to protect their right to own their human property were buried in the dirt, their hands over their heads, the ground between their legs tickling with fresh urin .  They gathered behind whatever shelter they could find, leaving their colored-skin property to fend for themselves.   Some of those dark-pigmented faces ducked for cover, some stood up tall.  All of them were out in the open, summoned into a getaway wagon driven by Gwen, heading towards Big Bear and his ‘final, one and only’ soul-mate Kathleen.   To be sure that their Masters didn’t have second thoughts about reclaiming their property, Gwen delivered bullets into the ground in front of them, the hats atop their heads, and their shooting hand if they reached for a firearm.  
“Thankfully, most of these wannabe gunslingers are more like scared rabbits than wolves,” Big Bear thought to himself as he observed that a bullet in front of them was as good as a bullet into them in terms of keeping them at a distance.  Still, they were rabbits with guns, ordered by wolves behind them to shoot to kill.  

“I’ll protect you,” Big Bear said to his beloved Kathleen as he took cover himself, preparing to shoot any man in Ditka’s posse who dared take her back into bondage.  “You get on that wagon and get out of here, Kathleen!” he yelled behind him, as he fired rounds into Ditka’s ‘posse’.  That posse had now tripled in started go grow in numbers as Forman O’Neil, with his ‘home guard’ units.   And this time, the men he wounded were not tended to by any of his comrades.  To protect the woman he loved, and himself, he had to kill or be killed.  Yet for every one he inactivated, or killed, two more took his place. “Get out of here!” Big Bear yelled to the still standing figure behind him.

“Only after you do,” Big Bear heard, seeing that behind him was Blackjack, who whipped out two ten-year-old, weatherbeaten pistols from underneath his freshly-pressed,  waistcoat.   He laid a spray of cover which protected Gwen’s circling a horse drawn wagon as it picked up more Colored and Red-skinned human ‘property’, offering them use of firearms that were generously distributed inside the box. 

Big Bear found himself concerned about the safety of the slaves who chose to jump into the freedom wagon circling around town.   Most of them grabbed hold of one of the guns Gwen has stored inside of it.  Some of them actually could shoot them.  Some of them actually put bullets into their now former masters and the posse who tried to come to their aid. Big Bear was impressed by the courage of these souls who had become used to slavery and now were willing to try out freedom, the most frightening thing to any soul. But he was more concerned about Kathleen, who had vanished. 

“She buggered off,” Blackjack said by way of explanation between shots, growls and affirmations of having become himself again.  “There!” he continued, pointing Big Bear to where his beloved had run, and was still running---on the walkway to the left of O’Neal’s posse.   Like a scared rabbit looking for any hole available, she scurried into the most expensive-looking building in town.  She banged on the door, begging whoever was inside to let her in, promising from the bottom of her terrified heart, repeatedly, that she would ‘do anything’.

A barrage of shots whizzed over Big Bear’s head, forcing him to duck.  “I gotta get her!” Big Bear said as he pulled himself up, prepared to rescue her at all costs.   

“It’s too late!” Blackjack informed his now reunited friend. He brought Big Bear’s attention to a cigar-puffing man in the Southern Gentleman’s white suit who opened the door which Kathleen nearly had knocked down.  He kicked her in the ribs, then instructed two men nearly twice his size to pull her into the building by her hair, kicking and screaming.  
“It beats her being dead,” Blackjack said to a shocked Big Bear.  “Which those brave black souls will be if you don’t get out of here with that Half-Breed Bitch, or maybe…witch,” he continued, with a bold and humorous smile regarding Gwen, whose powers to rescue people of her choosing and avoid being shot herself seemed nothing less than miraculous.  
Blackjack fired more rounds to give Gwen cover, his bullets killing more of his fellow citizens rather than just wounding them.   Meanwhile, the gunslinging Indian woman picked up the last of the Black and Redskinned slaves who decided that freedom was worth dying or killing for.  Just as the last of them had jumped onto the wagon, a stray bullet shot open the rigging attaching beast to cart, the loose pieces of such trapping the horses to each other and the dysfunctional vehicle behind them.   Seeing that it was wiser to defend than attack, Gwen ducked into the wagon with the rest of the now-renegade slaves, firing away at anyone who dared to approach them.   Her aim was accurate, particularly at those who dared to aim at the horses.  But she was trapped, as were the animals, and her very valued cargo.
 “Someone’s gonna have to fix that rigging, get those horses untangled before they get killed, then make a getaway fast,” Blackjack screamed to Big Bear.  “To the mountains, where we both hid away from the world, and our destiny.   Where you can say goodbye to those mountains for me, Big Bear.”

“Say hello to them yourself, Blackjack, I’m not going to leave you here to---“ 
“---Dying noble beats living like Mister Robinson paid me to live, and the way he lives, and…”   Blackjack said through the trickle of blood coming out of his mouth that became a stream about to become a river.  “And…and…Robinson, who…”
“Who’s Mister Robinson?”  Big Bear yelled out as he fired away at the advancing armada of very armed and angry Palefaces.  

“Someone who I pray you never have to worry about, or know about, but fear that you might,” Blackjack said as he rose up, firing every round he had at the posse about to surround and incapacitate the liberation wagon.  While he did, Big Bear ran towards the wagon, untangled the horses, re-hooked up the rigging to the wagon, and hopped onto the gelding, holding onto the lead line of the mare.  He spurred the gelding onward, his motion thankfully bringing with him the mare on his side, and the wagon behind him.   His eyes were fixed forward as he used all the strength in his stubby legs to stay atop the gelding, who was now galloping ahead at full speed towards the bush-covered hills leading away from Utopia. 
As the gun smoke of town gave way to the clear sky of the big open, Big Bear heard gunshots directly behind him.  He hoped that the shots were coming from Gwen and their new liberated comrades, and not going into them.

With the eyes on the side of his head, Big Bear could see red smoke that smelled putrid forming a cloud behind him.  A functional wall which kept every pursuer on the ground with aching bellies and painful eyes.   Some were inactivated permanantly.    Whenever Big Bear tried to look back to see what was going on, Gwen would command him to go to the right, or the left, and to move faster, despite the fact that the ‘road’ was getting rougher, with ruts big enough to swallow up any wheeled structure that dared to go through them.  Then, by some kind of miracle, level earth beneath the tall grasses appeared in front of Big Bear’s eyes.
Just as it seemed that the ground had returned to something resembling a ‘road’, clusters of well armed horsemen pursued them from behind, as well as the right and left flank.  Gwen yelled out  “it’s a good day to die” in Lakota and threw a ball of clay in front of each of the clusters.  They turned into walls of putrid red fog, throwing the riders from their horses.    “But not yet,” Big Bear heard from her as a wind from the north blew the fog in his direction, encroaching on both sides of him.  They made his fingers numb, his legs shake and his eyes burn.  It was all he could do to keep them open enough to see, then sense, a tunnel of clear sky in front of him.    

“Forward! Faster and harder!”  Gwen commanded the half-blind Mountain man who now relied on her further directions make a getaway through the paralyzing fog, and away from the barrage of bullets.  A few desperate prayers and human struggles later, both disappeared.  
What happened on what was supposed to be routing trading and liberation day in town defied all understanding for Big Bear.  But one thing he DID understand.   There was a lot of new ‘business’ he was now indentured to with this Half Breed bitch and/or witch.  And a whole lot of ‘old business’ which she would not let him get away with running away from anymore.

CHAPTER

“Disappointment, that’s what I see all around me. Disappointment,” Colonel Forrest Robinson said to his guests at the dinner table as he puffed his cigar and dusted off the thin layer of soot from white waist-coat.  He had no idea which servant was responsible for his favorite white coat having taken on a shade of light grey, the darkness of such only visible to his eyes.  But as long as the non-White skinned ‘employees’ Robinson had brought in from the mines lived in terror of being sent back to them, such kept them on the road to a higher caste in the kingdom of Utopia, with him on top.   And to anyone’s eye, the forty-five-year old Colonel whose rank was attained in wars that were always far away from where he spoke about them, was every inch a king.  His wavy blonde hair seemed wild and refined, both at the same time.  His steel blue eyes smacked of confidence and Vision.   And below his never-sweaty neck was a body which was perfectly musculature.  A perfectly-proportioned body that had never done a day of hard labor in his life.   Indeed, it seemed that the harder the people under him worked, the more physically and mentally fit Robinson became.  Every man, North and South of the Mason Dixon line, wanted to be him.  And every woman, even the most hard core Abolishionist, wanted to be with him.    
Colonel Robinson had left a lot behind in Georgia, when he resigned his seat the State Legistlature, the official reasons being to establish a New Georgia in the West, by populating it with White men who knew that to serve God and humanity, the Black man had to be kept in his place, for his own good.  But one thing that he insisted be maintained was a sense of class in the rugged, pristine and inevitably crude Western frontier.  Paintings created in Paris for the eyes.  Music composed in Vienna for the ears.  And cooking carefully orchestrated in one of the best equipped kitchens West of Saint Louis.   The servants placed covered trays with freshly prepared delicacies on the table, filling the vast empty space on the weatherbeaten re-varnished surface with alacrity, symmetry and style.   

“Disappointment,” he said again to the three no-doubt hungry guests before whom he had placed a banquet of gustatory delights whose sumptuous aromas seeped out of the cracks of the metal covers which still lay over them.  “I am surrounded by…disappointment,” he repeated, looking at his guests, and thankfully for the servants, not the food.

The Colonel smelled the still-covered side dishes of legumes and sauces, giving the dark-skinned servants who prepared them an autocratic nod and thumbs up.   As they made their way back into the kitchen, some of them smiled like dogs whom had been spared the rod and others like canines who had just been given a reward bone.  One of them remained behind, the biggest, strongest and smartest, as well as the blackest.  Achillies, black as coal and strong as Hercules, and elegant as Homer, asked the Colonel with his eyes if he should follow them into the kitchen.  The Colonel thought about it, then shook his head ‘no’, instructing him to begin serving his guests, starting with potatoes au gratin and kidney bean salad, while the Colonel poured himself a brandy and lit up another cigar.  
But despite their hungry bellies, the growling of which could be heard by the most hard-of-hearing servants in the kitchen, the last thing the three guests were concerned with was food.

“We couldn’t stop Big Bear, or whoever that Indian she-male bitch was, Colonel,” Sheriff  Ditka explained to his superior, the man who gave him a job, purpose, power and the chance to become everything his father could not be as a Jew in his Native Poland.

“Good Lord knows we tried, Sir,” Laborer Manager Sean O’Neil added in an Irish brough, trying to be even more apologetic than Ditka.
“But it was a happy accident,” Mayor Angus McFearson added with a Highland accent and a completely different strategy relative to his two fellow Leutenants, and competitors.  “The only Niggers and Injuns who left during the gunfight were rabid bampots who were gonna give us more trouble than profit.  Aye, like a whore with attitude and symphilis, best that they be gone.  Better for us.”

The Colonel smiled approvingly at McFearson’s humor and nerve.

“And for business, very good too, Colonel, Sir,” Ditka added, trying to cash in on the facade Robinson had put up, as he filled the largest spoon next to his plate with potatoes and beans and plopped it on his plate.  

“A blessin’ for us, from the Virgin Mary herself.  And God, who works in mysterious ways, Mister Colonel Robinson, Sir,” O’Neil said, crossing himself like an obedient Catholic, declining to eat before praying.  Or perhaps doing so to make Ditka look like a bigger glutton than he secretly was.  

McFearson seemed put off by Robinson’s approval of the Polish and Irish Catholic.  And confused by such.

“Hmm.” Robinson said as he stroked his overgrown but perfectly groomed handle-bar moustache.  “Perhaps you’re right.  No, yes, you are right. All of you.  And all of you, future kings should learn to eat like kings. Isn’t that right Achillies?” he continued, turning to his silent Black Servant.

Achillies opened up half of the covering from a large tray the size of a pig, the aroma of such being the best of all meats, with spices that complimented the dish perfectly.  All three men’s mouths watered as they smelled the meat being carved by the black Behemith’s giant hands.  As soon as the gravy-soaked man-sized portions of meat reached their plates, they were heartily imbibed by the three immigrants who had labored so hard to get across the Pond to America. And who subsequently worked so hard to be the only three men from Utopia to be invited to dine with Emporer Robinson, the founder and funder of this new Camelot.
“The meat is to your liking gentlemen?”  Robinson asked.

All three nodded ‘yes’ with filled mouths and well-satisfied palates.  

“Good as any back home in Warsaw,” Ditka said.

“Or the highlands,” McFearson added.

“Indeed a pleasure that’s only possible in a new land with new prospects, Colonel Robinson, don’t ya know,” O’Neal smiled, trying to sound poetic, and perhaps doing so. 

 “Made possible by you,” the Colonel said as he inspected his most valued three troopers, a reality which was possible only if they believed such themselves.  “And made a reality by you three men who are smart enough to be rugged individualists yourselves,” he continued as he instructed them to enjoy the specially prepared meat.   “Americans, now.  Americans who think for yourselves!”

“Yes, Sir,” Ditka said with pride through a mouth loaded with prime cut meat.

“Never havin’ ta bow our head to no one, Colonel,” McFearson added, the juices from the roast flowing down the sides of his moustache and onto his chin.  
“Land of the free, where if you want it bad enough, you can have anything,” O’Neil layered on top of the red, white and blue patriotic fanfare.    
“As long as you do what it takes to get it,” Robinson added with a hidden smile. He instructed Achillies to load more meat onto the plates of his hungry guests, with extra gravy.  “To do unto your enemies what you have to do, in the service of your friends, comrades and partners.  Especially those who invited you into their Vision of a greater America.”

“Our honor, Mister Robinson,” O’Neil said, his gustatory senses taking him beyond anything pleasure of the flesh that he had experienced back at his father’s farm in the Emerald Isle, or any whore house in America. “Our most esteemed honor to be invited to work for you as free men,” he continued.  “Towards an American vision---“
“---That we all share,” Sheriff Ditka interjected.  
“Aye,” McFearson affirmed. “To build an America that rewards the strong.”

“And punishes the weak,” O’Neil added, looking to Robinson for extra points for his being ahead of the lesson.

“And an America that teaches the weak to learn how to be strong,” Ditka offered. “As you have always said, Colonel.”  Ditka looked at O’Neil, giving him an ‘I got one up on you’ grin.   
With each uplifting of Ditka’s lips, O’Neil’s mouth closed tighter into a growl, each throwing fire into each others’ faces through their eyes.
McFearson didn’t see what was going on between his two co-workers, as he was more interested in filling his own gullet than in the silent banter between the Polack Sheriff and the Mick Forman.  
Robinson, being a man who had eyes in the back of his head that could read most any man’s mind, knew that he had to move on with the ‘discourse’.  He nodded for Achillies to load up even more meat onto the diners’ plates, which of course he did, while the Colonel strolled around the table behind the backs of his guests..  
“Thank you, no,” Ditka said. “But I’d like some more of those potatoes.”

“More beans fer me,” O’Neil said.  “Meat and beans beats meat and potatoes, but being Irish makes you prefer anything with yer meat but potatoes,” he mused.
“More of that whiskey-flavored gravy fer me, Achillies” McFearson requested of the Herclean black butler. “And this time smother it on my bisquits instead of just layering it on top.”

“But, gentlemen, you still haven’t finished this meat,” Robinson said, sniffing the thick slices of perfectly cooked fare which Achillies put on his plate. “Which…yes, I do admit, to my palate, is a disappointment.”

“Nay disappointment,” McFearson said.
“Tastes fine to me,” Ditka added.

“You didn’t boil the hell out of it like any Irish cook woulda done to it,” O’Neal offered.  “Whoever cooked this meat respected it.  Understood it.   Worked with it.”
“What kind of meat is this anyway?” Ditka asked. “It takes different than anything I ever ate.”

“Or hunted,” McFearson commented.  “Or butchered.”  

“A well seasoned, disappointment,” Robinson said as he approached the king-sized platter of meat.  “Who had to be executed,”  He ceased his stroll around the table and uncovered the top portion of the oversized platter upon which the roast was resting.  Clearly visible to everyone was an apple inside the mouth of the roast, around which was a very human face.
“Yes, a disappointment,” the Colonel said as he stared into Blackjack’s head, the terror in the executed French Mountain Man’s eyes frozen in place.  He then looked at the three diners who had feasted upon the turncoat’s flesh. “I hope none of you will be disappointments.  Or be weaklings who can’t stomach disposing of an enemy of Our Vision.”

The faces of the three men who had eaten Blackjack’s flesh became pale as ghosts.   McFearson got up from the table and rushed towards the door, hoping to evacuate as much of what was in his gullet as possible in the privy.  But Achillies stood at the doorway, arms folded.  Meanwhile, Robinson served up more Blackjack Roast.  

“Beating your enemies, or the weaklings that help them, is easy,” Professor Robinson shared with his three pupils. “Making them vanish without a trace, that is what a MAN does.  An American Man.  And all of you are American men.  Strong men.” the Colonel continued.  “Or maybe you prefer to be weakling stew?” he offered.  “Such happens to disappointments, as you all know.”

Achillies discretely grabbed hold of a blood stained Bowie knife from the top drawer of a Louis 14th cabinet.   The Scot, Mick, and Polack reached for their guns.  But such were powerless against what Colonel Robinson pulled out of his waistcoat pocket, brandishing it in front of the three men.

“Money,” Robinson said.  “Which I have very ample access to, gentlemen.  And which is not to go to any weaklings, or disappointments.  This is a country where the most goes to the strongest.  And one winner often does get it all, at the expense of everyone else.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Aye,” McFearson said as he took his hand off the handle of his revolver and picked up a fork, diving into the flesh of a man who a day ago was a trusted friend, trying to swallow it whole.

“Clear as day,” Ditka added, trading his gun for an eating utensil, trying to outdo McFearson with regard to speed and volume of human flesh consumed.

O’Neil delayed, seeming to think about something other than money, or profit.  But Robinson knew that he was driven by something every more powerful than those two motives.  “Give me some more of that roast weakling traitor,” he said, no doubt terrified of having to go back to Ireland as a failure, or even worse, the wife and now 6 children in Boston who wrote to him every week begging him to come home, even if it was with empty pockets.  “Ya know,” he said with a smile that he put on which he hoped would prevent his lips from vomiting out what he had put into his belly.  “This meat tastes like chicken.  Weakling meat.  Dark meat.  Dark meat chicken. Like Blackjack was.  Dark.  And chicken.”   

Robinson broke out in a belly laugh.  He wished he could have come up with the pun himself.  But more so he wished that the men who he pulled up from the ranks would learn how to enjoy being cruel, rather than just being good at being so.  And to that contestant would go all of the prizes one day.  It wasn’t anything personal against the losers in this competition that he had set up.  It was just about being…American.
CHAPTER
The getaway of the ‘Liberty’ wagon from town had led to a farm populated by stray animals, and a few human corpses still hanging around the bodies from which they had been separated.   No doubt the result of a raid from a hostile tribe of Indians, or perhaps Palefaces trying to pass themselves off as such.  The latter was most likely, given the oil-based paint on the feathers of the perfectly-symmetrical shaft of the arrows that were shot into the lifeless corpses, and the method by which their hearts were extracted and scalps removed.  Along with any flesh on the face that would make whoever possessed those faces recognizable.  
The shantily-shod slaves from Utopia who were now people again had found amongst the ruins a trunkload of shoes, along with everything else they needed to start a new life.  Big Bear invited them to come with him to the mountains where the Lakota tribe he considered his own lived, and Gwen tried to enlist them in her own private liberation army, but they chose to go home first.  Or to find a place they could call home, the direction to such provided by the Sun as well as maps Big Bear drew for them. Some hitched the mules and horses that had scattered around the broken corals to carts which Big Bear reconstructed and the dirt sleds which Gwen built from scratch.  Those who trusted their own feet rather than the moods of the emotionally-unstable equine beasts walked into the four horizons towards the families they wanted to return to, or dreamed of places to start another family.  Some just decided to stay put and build a home of their own amidst the ruins of what had been, but not before an old woman whose black face contained wrinkles deep enough to hold onto a flood of tears recalled the most moving of African and Christian rituals depossessed the farm from demons.   All of them had filled their bellies with food, and had their pockets filled with gold supplied by Big Bear, with the proviso that they say nothing about where they got it or who gave it to them.   The Old Woman who did the exorcism was the only one who refused said gifts, keeping her belly hungry and her pockets empty, as she claimed such would keep her Spirit Full.
Big Bear couldn’t get the sound of the old woman’s many voices out of his head as he set up camp for him and Gwen.   Gwen carried a whole different kind of medicine, and magic, in every inch of her perfectly-conditioned and perfectly-beautiful body.   But even that body had to eat, as did his. 
“We have rabbit stew for dinner, “ Big Bear said to his dining guest at the campfire he had set up in the entrance of a cave which nature had carved out of a tree-covered riverbank, perhaps as a haven for visiting humans, or a home for resident four legged animals.  “Roots and berried mixed in with it that didn’t grow in any field that was made to by a plow. Ingredients I save for special guests only,” he continued, trying to entice his fellow diner to imbibe from of the pot which she smelled but still had not eaten. “But you still seem…dissatisfied with it,” he continued, adding a pinch more from the berry powder from his medicine pouch.
“I wasn’t talking about the grub,” Gwen said with a thoughtful smile.  “I’m talking about the brown crap around those ass-kissing lips of yours.”   She allowed her smile to turn playful, then took a bite of the stew.  “Tastes heap good, Little Cub” she continued with upturned grin that went ear to ear.
“Look!” the Mountain Mench growled back.  “Gwen, or whoever you really are! My name is Big Bear!”

“The name your adopted people gave you is Big Bear, because you look and walk more like a Little Cub, who knows that he’ll never really ever get big,” Gwen noted with painful accuracy as she took another spoonful of the stew, finding it very much to her satisfaction.  “And your Paleface White name is---?”

“---My business!” Big Bear asserted.

“And my pleasure to find out one day, when you have the good sense to tell me, Little Cub?”  Gwen continued, adding a few spices of her own to the stew, taking another bite of it and finding it a bit better.  “But, I’ll respect your right to what you think is privacy, Kimosavi.”
“Kimosavi?”  Big Bear replied, feeling himself elevated in this strange yet familiar woman’s eyes.  “Which means?”

“Shitface, in Mohawk,” she smiled back, after which she swallowed another mouthful of rabbit stew.  “But it beats Asslicker, which is what you have been in ANYone’s language if that pseudo-Irish Wench decided to leave town on the back of your gallant horse while you fended off all enemies who violated honor, or wanted to.”

“That was between me and her!” Big Bear growled back, noticing that the pitch of his voice was too high to be any kind of bear.  “And I was being helpful.  I’m altruistic.”
“You mean masochistic. And dumb.” Gwen replied. “While you were in that General Store, and during the promenade with your most recent ‘dream woman’ afterwards,” she continued, dipping into the pot for another bite of stew.

“For doing what’s right!”  Big Bear protested, throwing his empty spoon down onto the ground. “Giving those slaves a chance at freedom!”

“A chance that only a few of them too,” she replied. “You know, you could have gotten yourself killed, which by looking at you and ‘Lady Kathleen’, is probably what five other ‘ladies’ in your past would have liked.”  

“Ten,” Big Bear said, reviewing his past record, in terms of numbers only.
“Whose lives you made painful, or more interesting, according to your account of it I’d bet,” she spat out from the corners of her gravy-covered mouth.

“Yeah,” Big Bear replied, stroking his beard, treating himself to the pain of remembering his past transgressions of social protocol, and explorations of the heart.

“And all those women are probably laughing at you now,” the mystery Half-Breed woman who was more man than any man Big Bear had met in a long time.  “Or they’re sharing what you gave them with their new husbands.  Am I right?” 

“Maybe,” his reply.

“Of course I’m right,” her response.  

Big Bear turned his eyes away from the memories lingering behind them. He stared at Gwen, or whatever her real name was, straight into her ocular portholes.  “How did you find me?” he inquired, this time not taking ‘no’ or some ‘prophetic mystery’ response as an answer.  

“Coincidence, Kimosavi,” she said as she dipped deeper into the pot of stew for another helping.  “And I suppose to teach you something while I’m learning what I have to as well.”

“And the lesson that ‘coincidence’ ordered you to do on my behalf?”  he inquired.

“To add a little spice to the stew next time,” she replied, after which she showed him the now empty pot.  “And some stew to the spice,” she continued with smile as warm and kind as Big Bear’s growling, empty stomach was hungry.  

Big Bear shook his head, knowing that it happened again.  And still having no clue as to how to stop it.

“Don’t take it personally,” Gwen said as she gently put her hand on his tired, and aching, shoulder.  ”You are what you are”

 “Which is?” he asked her, demanding a straight and comprehensive answer, somehow knowing that she alone was capable of giving it to him.

“Someone the world needs a lot more than it thinks it does,” she said with sad eyes, leaving Big Bear with something to think about as the late night cold wind came up suddenly.  And from the South this time.  “A very cold world,” she noted as she started to shake.
“A very cold night,” he said, offering her a one blankets from his saddlebag.  “And body heat beats blanket heat,” he continued, with nothing but kindness in his intentions.  She took the blanket, wrapped herself up in it. “Me sleep on this side of the cave, you sleep in other side of cave, Kimosavi,” she said.  “Heap big good deeds we be punished for doing tomorrow.”

“Which you won’t tell me about till tomorrow?”  he replied.

“Sleep well, dream effectively,” she replied, as if channeling something bigger than Bears, bigger than herself, and bigger than anything Big Bear ever imagined being possible, or necessary.

CHAPTER

Just as it was in any New World discovered by an Old one, the real profits went to not those who could get the extractable goods, but who could move it from one place to another fastest.  And those goods were both metal and flesh, the former most extractable by human flesh that was owned one way or the other by those not considered worthy to be called human.  The Iron Horse was the most powerful beast in the New West.  It was fueled by coal from Pennsylvania, and whiskey from wherever the chief engineer could find it.  But sometimes the Chief Engineer needed another kind of fuel to keep him focused enough to stay alert, and satisfied enough to stay on the job.
“Keep goin’, and this time do it with yer mouth insteada yer hand,” he growled at the woman of color whose skin was Nigger black, but whose straight hair and high cheekbone features were definitely Injun.  “And if you suck my pecker good enough, I’ll give ya a swig of my whiskey, instead of another lashing on yer back,” he promised the pick of the last auction of Creole wares in New Orleans, whose feet were shackled to each other but whose eyes still remembered what it was like to be able to run free.

The man keeping the key to her shackles, entrusted to her safe delivery to Colonel Robinson, was none other than O’Neil, who was thinking about buying her himself.  After all, every effective man needs a good wife to love him, an interesting mistress to amuse him, and a willing bitch to kick around when he’s having trouble with the wife and the Mistress.  According to Colonel Robinson at least.  And above all, O’Neil, who grew up as poor as any Irish immigrant in Pennsyvania, wanted to be just like the Southern gentleman who bought him from the American-born aristocrat who had O’Neil sent to the Coal Mines when he dared to smile at his daughter .   Of course, O’Neil had to prove himself to Robinson during his visit to his Northern business associates by murdering five of his fellow miners and tricking four others to do in the rest of his fellow immigrants from the Emerald Isle, then framing three others for having taken gold discovered amongst the soot that O’Neal had pocketed himself.   
O’Neil looked at the coal being shoveled into the engine of the locomotive by one obsessively obedient Black laborer with long kinky lockes and another recently subservient, and appropriately scalped, Indian and thought to himself “no way I’m digging any more coal or shoveling it.  I’m an American now.  An American MAN.  Who can rent his female property to anyone he wants,” regarding the deal he made with the engineer which would allow three of this next round of human cargo to go ‘missing’ before they pulled into Utopia, and were branded as Colonel Robinson’s property. 
But part of being a man was having an eye always on the prowl for women.    And a woman who was well worth prowling danced two hundred yards ahead of him on the railroad tracks, criss-crossing them with bare feet possessed by music of the angels, clouds of veils flowing around her, allowing alluring glimpses of her body underneath to those who dared to accept the invitation to feast upon a view of it.
“Naked as the day she was born, don’t ya know,” O’Neil commented to the Engineer, motioning for him to slow the train down. “And born to a goddess at that, I’d bet,” he continued as he viewed her long black hair, flowing down to her breasts, those breasts covered with nothing but the erotic touch of her long, slender fingers.  And from her mouth, a song.  
“What language is that?” the Engineer asked.

“Gaelic,” O’Neil smiled as his ears feasted on the sound of the tongue his father, brothers and cousins spoke in the Emerald Isle when the English Lords were not watching them.  The language his mother sang to him after his father, bigger brothers and more muscular cousins had beaten the living tar out of him for the transgression of standing up for himself, and the even more unforgivable crime of being less manly than an Irishman is supposed to be.  
He sang along with this woman who seemed more angelic the closer the train approached.  A train that O’Neil ordered to slow down, then stop, as she refused to leave her divinely assigned station on the track.  
“She’s singing to me, don’t ya know,” O’Neil said of the woman who danced in circles, veils of five colors swirling around her face, which was hidden, yet which felt familiar. “Aye, she’s singing to me,” the homesick Irish immigrant who swore he would see the grave before Dublin harbor smiled.

“She’s singing to all of us,” the Chief Engineer said as the last of the veils were tossed into the wind, that wind taking them over the heads of every guard on the train who had a gun, and whose eyes were all on her. “She’s singing to all of us,” he repeated as he turned his head to O’Neil’s now angry, beet red face as the Irish Forman now got a clear view of hers.  “And she’s laughing at you, by the looks of it,” the Engineer said as the woman who showed her face to O’Neil now showed him nothing but her ass, gesturing with her fingers insults which O’Neil’s parents gave to the English Lords just after they got sick on the Irish Whiskey they stole from their scantily-stocked cupboards.  
“She’s a witch, I tell ya!” O’Neil said as he raised his gun to put one of the partially-silver bullets in between Gwen’s smiling eyes, and the other into her manipulative heart.  “You’ll all thank me later, once you find out what she really is, and I’ll probably collecting a healthy bounty once the law finds out who she is,” he said as he took aim, cocked the hammer. But before he could get out a shot, he felt a thud at his back, knocking him and unconscious onto the hard floor of the locomotive, inches in front of the hot coals of the engine furnace.   
“So, seems like yer worth a lot more than I gave ya credit for?”  the Chief Engineer said to the Creole sex-slave who he had rented from O’Neil for inflated prices.  “Maybe we could both pick Head Forman O’Neil’s pockets before he wakes up.  Maybe tell him what kind of designs he has on you and a few other lies about him that you’ll verify to Colonel Robinson when we get into Utopia, so I’ll get promoted to his position in the Company or---”

 “---Give me the keys to every shackle on this train,” a small-framed, heavily bearded Mountain Man clad in Indian moccasins and buckskin leggings smiled to the Engineer. One of the intruder’s pistols was aimed at his forehead, the other at the penile projection which the very Chief Engineer equated with his worth and manhood.  “My name is Big Bear,” he said with a very bold, and White voice.
“I don’t know how you got here,” the Engineer said to the mountain man who somehow jumped off the tree limbs above him. “But my men in the back of the train have a lot more gun power than your two pea shooters.”
“Three,” the Negro slave said to him as he grabbed hold of the O’Neil’s sidearm.  

“Four,” the scalped Indian said as he whipped the knife from the sheath strapped to the Engineer’s waist, holding his hair back, edging the blade onto his not yet receding hairline.

Apparently, the overly follicled Engineer was more afraid of being bald than being dead.  He tossed over a chain of keys to Big Bear.   Big Bear handed one of his revolvers to the Creole woman and put on the Engineer’s duster and matching wide brimmed hat.  He emptied a hidden shelf of the five bottles of whiskey stored there.  He reached into his medicine pouch and smiled at a vial of blue-colored elixor.  

“You’re gonna poison my men?”  the Engineer said, finding in the heat of the moment that he actually did care about their welfare.

“Their souls are already poisoned.  I’m just going to put them to sleep while I liberate their cargo.  That cargo can decide what to do with them,” Big Bear replied while every man on the train had his eyes on Gwen, dancing her way up and down train throwing dust into the air with each turn of her body, every movement of it being as musical as the song coming out of her ever-smiling mouth.   A song that was directed at every man with a gun who she looked at.
“What’s she doing?”  the Engineer asked regarding the balls of dust that eminated from her hands that seemed to grow, forming clouds with minds of their own which reached his nose before  his eyes.
“Magic, I suppose,” Big Bear said as each of the men who leaned over to get a feel of her lost sensation in their limbs, then sensibility with regard to their jobs as hard-assed guards.  “Along with some science,” he said of the vial from his medicine pouch, from which he dropped no more than five and no less than three drops into each bottle of firewater.  

“How am I going to explain this to the Colonel?”  the Chief Engineer desperately asked Big Bear as he opened to door to the car directly behind him.  

“It was his fault, right?” Big Bear said regarding O’Neil, who started to wake up, very slowly, talking to himself in Gaelic as if still in a dream, or nightmare.  “You did everything you could to stop me and my assistant from robbing this train of your human cargo, and the gold that will be going to them, to find their way back to their old lives, or maybe buy new ones.  Right?”

“And why should the Colonel believe me?” the Engineer replied.

“You do have a point there,” Big Bear pondered.  He tapped his mocassoned feet, then retrieved something from a medicine bag that was not his own.  He pulled out a ball of green dust, placing it in the palm of his hand.   He smelled it, then offered a whiff of it to the Engineer.

“Smells  sweet, and sour,” he commented.  “What is it?”

“I don’t know.  But my partner, who thinks she’s my mentor, said I should,” he said as he crushed the ball into a powder with his fist, then blew it into the Engineer’s face.

“Doesn’t do anything for me,” he said as awake, aware and assertive.
The mountain man with the big talk and big guns seemed to be thrown off balance.   He appeared to be shocked.  And that most valuable of emotions in a foe---scared.

“Maybe this woman who you think is your friend is a full of shit,” the Engineer smiled. “ “And she wants to fuck you over after she does the same to---“

Before he could disarm the mystery man from a past era, the Chief Engineer felt Big Bear’s fist going into his jaw, and his back falling against the control board of the locomotive.  On his way to unconsciousness, the Chief Engineer saw Big Bear live up to his name, unshackling the slaves and placing the restrains on O’Neil. Then opening the door to the back of the train.  
CHAPTER

“So, regarding my new employees, who I legally bought at the slave auctions, along with the gold, money and supplies that will buy them supplies, jobs and purpose,” Colonel Robinson said to the man sitting in front of him.  “They escaped from you and the rest of the men I entrusted to guard them on the train untouched.  And even unscalped. With the exception of your money, pride and apparently, clothing” he continued with a wide smile.  “Explain to me how this happened?”

“I don’t know,” O’Neil replied, shivering in the new duds Robinson had given him, expensive garb that the Colonel insisted that he wear while being served tea and bisquits on the third floor suite that was reserved for special guests at the Utopia Hotel.  “Maybe something Big Bear said to the slaves, or some magic dust that his Indian side kick bitch threw into their faces.”

“And I’m supposed to believe that these liberated slaves, that I paid for, legally, took your guns but not your lives,” Johnson inquired as Achillies put another lump of sugar into O’Neil’s teacup, along with a splash of the hotel’s finest whiskey.  “Tell me why I should believe that.”

“Because it’s true, God help me!”  O’Neil said, then stated, then pleaded.  “And there was nothing I could do about it!”  he continued, feeling his voice becoming choked, and, worse, high pitched.  Exactly what the Colonel didn’t need to hear, but apparently set up for the audience behind him, and the role O’Neil was now playing in this ‘play’. 
“I suppose it’s true,” Colonel Robinson said. “Because a lady like you never lies,” he said with a bow.  “Right ladies, and gentlemen?” he asked the congregation behind him.

O’Neil felt the laughter of his colleagues, manly men who ridiculed him for being clad in a dress, with the most feminine of finery and accessories. Adorned with the the most curly and long of the wigs made from Indian scalps which was now glued to O’Neil’s shaved head, to the high heeled slippers crammed onto his feet.   The whores, who the Colonel had promoted to ‘pleasure ladies’, also laughed at ‘Miss’ O’Neil.   Everyone laughed, except for Kathleen, who seemed to miss Big Bear.  Or someone else who was not in the room. 

Feeling something that felt like courage, or stupidity, O’Neil stood up as manly as he could on the high heels tied to his feet.  While the men laughed and the women giggled, he stumbled his way towards the coat rack, grabbed hold of a gun, and pointed it at the Colonel.  Everyone was silent.

“Go ahead, shoot,” Johnson smiled.  “If you have the balls for it, Lady O’Neil,” he continued with a bow.  

O’Neil held the gun steady, aimed at the Colonel’s head as multiple firearms were aimed at his.  “I’m getting out of here!”  O’Neil proclaimed. “As God as my witness, I’m getting out of here.”

“Go ahead,” the Colonel said, ordering his men to lower their guns, but not put them down.  “You can go out the front door, Lady O’Neil, with start up money, which your subjects have provided you,” he said of the accessory which was filled with enough getaway money to get to the next town.  “On that paint mare across the street, and that large crowd of people between here and there,” he continued.  “Or, hmmm….” The Colonel said.  “There’s a faster exit from all of your troubles, don’t ya know,” he said of the window which he insisted that Kathleen open, and nobody else.  “Four stories down,” he continued as he looked out onto the street.  “It should be over quickly. All of it.”

“Suicide,” O’Neil thought, and said. “That’s a sin. In the eyes of the Lord.”

“And letting yourself be dressed like that, and maybe liking it, isn’t?” the Colonel replied. “So far, only people in this room know your secret, and new identity, Lady O’Neil.  If you decide to accidently fall out of that window, into that alley, where no one is, and no one will find you, I’ll see that you get a proper burial, in very manly suit, with a very manly letter back home that says, to your family and friends, that you died fighting blood thirsty Indians.  Or maybe armed desperados.  Or any enemy you want.”

“Injustice,” O’Neil said. “I died fighting injustice.”

“So it is spoken, so it shall be written, so it shall be done,” the Colonel proclaimed as he opened the window even wider, bowing to O’Neil.  

O’Neil walked onto the ledge of the window, starring first at the hard surface of the alley four stories, down then up to the sky, then into the blackness and Light in front of his closed eyes, as he crossed himself and said a prayer.   Holding his ground, waiting for an answer from the Almightly.

“He doesn’t really want to do this,” O’Neil heard Kathleen whisper to the Colonel who brought the Irishman up the ranks from overgrown street urchin to top shark in the ocean. “And we all don’t have to do this!” she said again, loudly enough for everyone to hear.  As theatrical as it was real.  

“Yes, we do have to do this,” the Colonel affirmed.  “As does he, or rather, ‘she’.”
 O’Neil felt something pull on the hem of his dress.  A pull from the Good Lord, or a push from the devil?   He didn’t know.  All he did know was that the fall to the ground didn’t kill him.  He lay there, paralyzed.  Unable to move his legs, or arms.  But he could hear every word from the Colonel above.  “Photograph the Lady and publish it in the newspapers,” he said. “Then carve her up and serve her for dinner.  And anyone who doesn’t partake of the stew becomes what she is, or worse.”

A few humiliating moments later, O’Neil saw feet moving towards him, then flashes from a photographer’s camera. Then, after saying a prayer to the Almighty that he actually meant, a Light and Fire that he could not describe to anyone, in the land of the living anyway.

CHAPTER

“So,” Stalking Elk said to Big Bear as he looked at the sac of wares from the valleys below that the Paleface Mountainman brought up to the highlands.   “What’s this piece of metal that keeps making noise like a woodpecker that never stops?” he asked as he adjusted his back against the ‘reflection rock’ beside the riverbank at the tribe’s new late summer location.
“A pocketwatch,” Big Bear replied regarding the time piece one of the liberated slaves had stolen from his temporary master at the train robbery, and gave to Big Bear as a thank you, by his own free will.  “It’s a clock that you put in your pocket.”

“And a clock is?” the Elder Sage who still had the heart of a boy asked as he looked at the fast hand moving ahead of the two slower ones. He wondered how and why it worked with so much linear regularity.   

“Something to tell time with,” Big Bear replied.  He let his eyes gaze upon the mountains above the gently flowing river. And he knew fully well that the water and rocks measured time with something far more reliable and consistent than seconds that defined minutes that defined hours, that defined,  days, then weeks and years. If time were measured by a linear constant, such disallowed the observer the ability to experience the most important aspect of time. “The Now”, which had no word in Lakota, because every Lakota who still was worthy of that name lived in ‘the now’ all of the time.  Maybe such was why Big Bear, who still experienced life as seconds, minutes and hours, always felt like a guest in Stalking Elk’s village, or perhaps a student.
“So, tell me what time it is, Big Bear?” Stalking Elk asked.

Big Bear looked at the hands of the clock, and proclaimed with pride,  “It’s four minutes to three.”

The illiterate Lakota Professor who knew more than most paleface scholars could ever put into print shook his head, ‘no’.  He was right, yet again.

Big Bear looked at the watch again.  “Then it is, and soon will be, three minutes to three,” he said. 

The Redskinned mentor shook his head ‘no’ again, this time with a wide smile that ridiculed and pushed his student for a more accurate and expansive definition of his case. 
“Then it soon will be…fifty three minutes after two?” he answered, this time as question.

The Old Man’s smile grew bigger, causing the young man’s confidence to become smaller.

“Then it is, or soon will be…” Big Bear said, realizing that the minute hand had already made his previous assertion obsolete.  “Yes, in twenty seconds, no fiveteen seconds…no ten it will be…”

“Time for you to put that wedding ring you keep in your pocket on someone you like, and respect,” the Old Man replied as he put his hand over Big Bear’s shaking hand. “And someone you love, or can learn to love,” he advised with a smile that was assuring, and eyes that related the ultimate sense of urgency.  “Like maybe the woman who helped you get these toys that people in your world seem to think belong in ours?” he continued, as he rummaged through the booty left behind by the liberated Black, Red and Yellowskinned ‘employees’ intended for work in Colonel Robinson’s town.  

“Gwen, or whatever her real name is…She’s out looking for another job to pull off,” Big Bear replied.  

“In a Calling which is noble, and necessary.  Made possible by the mountain which you ‘accidently’ found,” Stalking Elk said.   “But there is one question I have regarding these shiny metal toys that people value more than other people, and chunks of metal that you dig into mountains and destroy rivers to get.”    
Big Bear remained quiet, feeling the intensity of the Silence surrounding Stalking Elk, then coming over himself as well.

The old man turned to Big Bear. “You tell me that White men who live in the Northern part of the lands to the East say it is illegal to own other people and against the law of your God to do so.  And that White men in the Southern part of the lands to the East way it is legal and right to own other people who are not White because people who are not White are not as smart or moral as White people are. Is that so?”

“Yes, it is so,” Big Bear replied, feeling conscripted to being the student in Plato’s Republic rather than the Philosopher.  

Adopting the mannerisms of Socrates in that most useful of books, without having had ever read the book, Stalking Elk continued the inquiry, edging in on the question that Big Bear feared most.  The inquiry of all inquiries about the Mountain which made Big Bear’s Missions, and mistakes, possible.  

“There is something you’re afraid I will ask you,” Stalking Elk said.

“Is it about the Mountain?” Big Bear asked. “The one I don’t tell even you about? For your own good?”  

“And ours, so you keep telling us?” Growling Wolf interjected from behind Big Bear’s back, while looking straight into Stalking Elk’s eyes.  “Ask him what we all need to know. What I want to know, anyway,” the young warrior who was the epitome of strength demanded of the Old Sage who sought an Energy that needed no power to be expressed.  “Make him tell us what I want to know, and our people need to know. Or I will have to,” he said with his mouth, calmly.  “Or I will cut your throat with my knife and feed your rancid, old, lame blood to the buzzards,” he related with his eyes.

“Yes, that is appropriate,” the old Redman said. He turned to the young White man. “Tell me truly.  If slave owning white men outnumber non-slave owning white men, they will make it legal for men to own slaves.”

“Yes,” Big Bear replied.  “Anyone who has money can buy slaves, if slavery is legal.”

“And if Indians have enough money, they can buy slaves as well in such a world?”  Growling Wolf interjected.  “Like the Cherokee Indians did in Georgia and do again in Oklahoma? And if we Lakota can accidently find gold in the mountains like you seem to be able to do, and we can turn it into money, then we can buy Black slaves too, or maybe even white ones? That may be a good thing for my people.” 

“Not MY people!” Stalking Elk growled back at him.

“Then maybe it is time for OUR people to decide who they belong to?” Growling Wolf offered in a calm voice, which sounded very…White.  As if possessed by a demon mascarading as an angel.  Whose claim was verified by the most incidious of enemies…linear and legal logic.   

The Old Man let the Young Man finish, then he let Silence overtake himself.  It overtook Big Bear as well. But not Growling Wolf.  “We will talk about this later,” Stalking Elk proclaimed, with a raspy voice and a cough that he tried to hold in with his hand.   Bitching Crow, having heard and felt a deeper problem with his cough than usual, came over to her husband.  She offered him a pinch of powder from her medicine pouch, which did little to stop the cough.  But a loving and understanding hand on his shaking shoulder calmed the old man’s nerves.  Struggling behind an all is well grin he gave to Growling Wolf, Stalking Elk got up and walked away, proudly. But not without pain eminating from his arthritic knees and sorrowful mind that Big Bear saw in his face.  A face that Bitching Crow hid from the rest of the tribe as they all looked his way. 

“Yes, we’ll talk about this later, Old Man” Growling Wolf said with a smile, and a voice that was clear, strong and confident.    He grabbed hold of the pocketwatch Stalking Elk had left on the ground.  “At the right time,” he said in a confident voice like a chief, and savior. “Which will be…very soon, as I feel it,” prophesied, as a divinely inspired Visionary.  

“And planned it?” Big Bear replied as a pissed off mortal, seeing Growling Wolf’s prophesy came true.  Riders appeared from behind the bush.  Twenty well armed horsemen in freshly pressed military uniforms with shiny buttons. They rode finely combed horses in formation, followed by three covered wagons.  
 The entire tribe, with the exception of Stalking Elk and bitching Crow, approached the wagons.   Young, old and everyone in between grasped onto  whatever knifes, bows, guns or sticks that were handy. Their eyes were fixed on the wagons, more curious as to what was behind them than scared of such.   The smart ones wondered why the watch dogs in the camp did not give them warning about the arrival of the visitors. 
Big Bear noted that the village dogs were feasting on freshly delivered meat.  And that the Commander’s wide hat brim provided not only shade from the sun, but a clear view of his face from anyone who dared to look at it.  “No Blue Coats allowed here,” he told him.  “By treaty that was signed in Fort Smith, Fort Laramie and Washington.”

 “You’re color blind, Pilgrim,” the Commander said, pointing to his Uniform.  “We’re Grey Coats.”
Big Bear looked at his uniform more closely, and indeed noted that they were more grey than blue, and that they bore an emblem that he didn’t recognize.  “CSA?” he asked.

“Confederate States of America,” the Commander replied with more pride than Big Bear had heard from any soldier in ANY Army regarding the country he was supposed to be fighting for.   “I’m Colonel Robinson, Sir,” he continued, taking off his hat with a courtly bow to Big Bear. “At your service, Sir, and EVERYone’s service here!” he said, directing his attention to every Lakota face looking his way.  “Bringing to the Lakota many gifts they can use as THEY wish to.”  He nodded for the soldier by the first wagon to open the tarp.  Behind it were more knives, coats, blankets, guns, pots and food than Big Bear had delivered to them in a year.   

Each parent followed their child to the wagon for a look see, feel and taste of the wares.  Growling Wolf found himself in front of the awestruck crowd, keeping order so that they would not become a mob.

“And in the second wagon you have firewater, Colonel?”  Big Bear asked the Commander. 

“Something that these people want, need and deserve more,” he smiled.  With that, he pointed to the second wagon.  As the wind blew open the tarp, the contents were very human.  “Scalps!”  he announced in badly pronounced Cree.  “Blackfoot scalps!  And what we could get that they stole from you!” he continued regarding the goods on the wagon.  Very much including human goods that were still alive.
Lakota Mothers found themselves re-united with children who had been kidnapped when they were toddlers, reminding them of whose womb they grew up in.  Lakota husbands found themselves reunited with their captured and branded maiden wives, to the mild displeasure of their current not-so maiden-like wives.   

“You see,” the Colonel said in very bad Lakota, while pointing to the CSA emblem on his lapel. “The Confederate States of America, unlike the United States of America, liberates the Lakota.”

Growling Bear translated it into Lakota that the people understood.  He added embellishments of his own, including a request for all able bodied men to voluntarily put on Confederate Uniforms and put their mark on paper, all of which were revealed when the tarp of the third wagon was opened.  Then Robinson announced more promises and pledges in English, including as much food as a family could eat, teepees that were made of strong walls, as much booty from Blue Coats, Crow and Blackfoot as they could steal, and as much freedom as any man could handle.  Including the freedom to own a man of any color if they had enough money to do so.  Growling Bear seemed to be able to translate all of it very accurately.   
Big Bear wondered why and how Growling Bear had learned so much English.  Maybe it was from the books by Shakepear he had given to the tribe. Or he was listening more attentively to Bitching Crow when she gave English lessons to eager children, and her relunctant still-unilingual husband.  A husband who whose body was now shaking under a blanket made of buffalo hide in front of his teepee, voicing his discontent with what was going on to his beloved people to the Bitching Crow, the only person who was listening to him now.  He whispered things to her that he suspected for a long time, but did not want to accept.    
Big Bear stood by the Colonel but looked towards Bitching Crow, who shot nothing but anger back to him.  As if Big Bear was responsible for everything bad that was happening or about to happen to her people.  

“She’ll come around to seeing things as they are, and could be, Pilgrim,” the Colonel said to Big Bear.  “And as for the Old Man, there, he feels betrayed by Growling Wolf for finally taking over a throne that he should have abdicated a long time ago.”
“And betrayed by me for leading you, and your world here,” Big Bear said, having figured out what Stalking Elk said through angry eyes and curses with his hands, directed directly at him now.  “I have to explain to him that it wasn’t me who led you here.” 

Stalking Elk turned his back on him and let Bitching Crow bring him inside. 

Big Bear walked towards the teepee, ignoring everything else, till he hit a brick wall.  Or more accurately, a wall made of steel.  

“What’s going on here?  I have to talk to Stalking Elk!  Explain what this is all about!” Big Bear pleaded in Lakota to two braves now wearing Confederate coats on their shoulders, the blades of their freshly-issues swords on his throat.   “Tell everyone what this is all about!”
 “Anyone with ocular portholes who uses them to see, knows what this is all about. Fashion,” Colonel Robinson, explained in a professorial manner, feeling and smelling the sleeve of his coat. “Cotton grown in a plowed field, then made into fabric in a factory, that’s comfortable on the skin, and fashionable.  Or out of fashion animal fur and leather that you’re still imprisoning your perspectives in the prison of the past.  A past that is gone, forever, Mountain Madman.”

“Not as long as there are mountains!”  Big Bear asserted with an animalistic growl, cornered and alone, without even the delivery of death as an option.  “Life as it SHOULD be will never be gone, as long as there is the mountain, I mean…eh… mountains,” Big Bear observed coming out of his mouth, wishing it didn’t.   

“Or mountain?” Robinson smirked, cueing on to something that Big Bear had kept secret from everyone, including Stalking Elk. “A mountain can be contained, demolished and even stolen, and legally as well,” the CSA Colonel noted.  “And a mountain can be moved by a big enough machine, or a man smart enough to hire enough men to move it.”

With that, the Colonel in this new Army defending a country that didn’t exist yet turned his horse away from Big Bear and rode amongst his newly adopted people, getting handshakes from the men, kisses from the women, and admiring looks from the children. Many thoughts went through Big Bear’s head and they all competed for his attention. One was how he could made a getaway from the village to the rendezvous point with Gwen without being followed. Another was what Growling Wolf’s real reason for making a treaty with the Confederate States of America, as he was always the one who voiced the most distrust of the White Man at any tribal council. But a third thought was why Robinson referred to ‘a mountain’ rather than ‘the mountains’.   
Maybe Robinson knew about the mountain which Big Bear found ‘by accident’ and what was in it.  Thankfully, only Big Bear knew its location, and the way to what the mountain had under its ‘normal’ looking surface. So far anyway, so he hoped. 

Big Bear felt alone, for the first time since he left the world of White Men in search of a more Enlightened Race of two legged beings.  It was made more so when Bitching Crow emerged from her teepee.
“I can buy everyone here more than this Confederate Army Colonel can bring you. More money, gifts and gold,” Big Bear promised in English, then Cree.

“Your mountain has other ideas about all of that,” Bitching Crow replied, in English.  “But remember that it was a sacred mountain before it was yours.  And the mountain has plans of its own.”
With that she left Big Bear alone with his thoughts, and agonies.  Including a rustling in the bushes behind him, and a feeling that someone or something a lot wiser and smarter than him had heard everything that was said, and thought.
CHAPTER
Hans Muller left Dusseldorf to escape poverty.  And to find a new life as a free man, and if possible, a common one whose past was known to no one but himself.  He didn’t intend to become a hero, dying for a noble cause, but perhaps it was in his genetics.  Just like his father, Gustav, a professor with lofty ideals who dared to challenge the over-tudored kings and uneducated capitalists in 1848.  ‘Professor Gustav’, as his fellow revolutionaries called him, died at the barricades fighting for a German Republic that would be unified, democratic and strong.  He died with a rifle in his hand, and a bayonet in his chest. Hans found himself fighting a different war, with different weapons, but it was for the same cause.  Freedom was an entity that so many fought for but few really understood, or fully experienced.   And this particular fight was for the freedom NOT to fight, at least with one’s fists.   Particularly for a newly formed ‘country’ that gave one man the freedom to own another.

“It’s the natural order of things, Dutche” the Seargent in his newly-issued Confederate uniform said to Hans as he placed a rope around his neck for refusing to enlist in the Cause like every other red blooded White man in Utopia.  “Or maybe you’re a Lincoln lover who wants to fight for the Yankees, who are about to invade OUR country. YOUR country.   YOUR county.   And YOUR community.”

“I refuse to fight for anybody,” the Freethinker German replied.  “Not in this war anyway.”

“And which War are you prepared to fight in, Mister Muller?” the overweight Officiator with the face full of stubble and mouth full of ignorance pressed.  “What kind of man are you who’s scared of fighting, Mister Muller?”
“His name is Professor Doctor Muller,” one of the other Freethinker Germans in the coral of ‘defective cowards’ awaiting appropriate punishment for not enlisting in the Confederate Army said.  “He delivered half of the children in this town. Including you’re the ones you call your own.”

“And the ones that you don’t,”  Wilhelm Tanheuser, an old, self-educated miner who resembled Hans father pointed out .  “Children who are better off without you anyway.”
The remark got a laugh out of half of the other ‘cowards’ awaiting the rope, the jail cell or branding iron, converting their doubts and fears into confidence and conviction.  Wilhelm said a few more remarks in German, and whispered a few more in the languages of the other immigrants that turned most of the shivering lips into wide smiles and belly laughs.

“What are they saying?” the Seargent atop the gallows growled at Hans, pressing a knife into his back.

“That it’s a good day to die,” Hans felt himself saying, and meaning.  He said it again in the language of the Comanches, a people who the Germans were able to make peace with but all the other Palefaces could not.  Maybe because the Germans were the only ones who kept their word to the Comanches.  As a result of such, they had been spared the arrow and the lance when it came time for those savages to go on the warpath, instructed by the Chief to put pipes in their mouths when working their cattle or crops so the raiding parties would know who they were.  “Yes, it is a good day to die,” Hans said quietly to the head Executioner who was dead himself, and didn’t even know it.  
Wilhelm continued to turn his fellow prisoners’ misery into mischief, then more humor as he made more jokes.  Jokes that were aimed eventually at the Seargent.  Feeling laughter directed at him, that head Executioner shot two silencing shots into the air, which went unheaded.  The third hit Wilhelm’s kneecap, ending the laughter.  But Wilhelm kept making jokes, most particularly when he looked straight at the Seargent, calling him names in German with a complimentary bow which were anything but complimentary.  His bow was turned into a fall by a third shot from the Seargent’s CSA revolver into his kneecap.  Still, Wilhelm kept poetically ridiculing his executioner and everything he stood for.  Until behind that non-Commissioned officer stood a row of other soldiers with guns, all of them aimed at Wilhelm’s fellow prisoners.  
The Seargent smiled, showing off a mouth full of rotting tobacco-stained teeth, pushing out his pot belly like the monarch’s Hans and Wilhelm thought they left behind in the Old country.  “Now that we have a proper dialog established,” he said, after which he spit out another mouthful of sputum. “The law generously offers  every prisoner the right to say his final words before he faces his Maker. Which if he is smart, he will say to the Lord, begging his forgiveness for his treachery, ingratitude and cowardess!”  the Executioner bellowed out.  “So, MISTER Hans Muller, what are your final words?”

Hans smiled, then found himself giving voice to song rather than spoken words.  Beethoven’s Ode to Joy, the same song that his father sung at the time of his death at the hands of the tyrants back in the Old Country.   A death that Hans now welcomed rather than feared.   

The remnants of Hans’ fear of what is on the other side of everything he ever knew turned into a harmless cloud as the first set of voices joined him in the song that celebrates Brotherhood of Man and Freedom for Humanity.  It vanished completely by the time the last of his fellow ‘cowards, ingrates and turncoats’ joined in.  

It was then that Hans finally saw fear in the Seargent’s eyes.   Yet he knew that the song would end, and that the rope would squeeze the life out of his body.   Slowly and painfully, by the look of the Irish Corporal and recently-barbered Blackfoot private who had prepared it according to the requirements of their new Lord , Master and benefactor, Colonel Robinson.  

Some of the prisoners joined in the song, adding harmony of their own, and in languages of their own.   Somehow, Utopia was transformed.  The soldiers off duty in the town square found themselves bobbing their heads to the music, and even some of those with guns pointed at the prisoners seemed to allow the music to make their feet tap to its irresistible rythm .  The women of pleasure and position  hummed along, insisting that the  men with them take a break from their commercial transactions for a listen.   Even Ditka and McFearson seemed to enjoy the free concert, much to the displeasure of Colonel Robinson.  But he seemed  more concerned with what expression his arm ornament, the stunning Kathleen, would show on her face.  That face was caught between showing what she really felt inside and hiding such, yet again.  When Hans stared into it, asking her to decide which side of the fence she was really on, she lowered her head, denying everyone a view of the answer to that vital question, even herself.
From the last ‘row’ of the audience which had collected around the gallow, one voice  joined in to the Ode to Joy, voicing the lyrics in Cree. One that Big Bear heard very clearly, and intimately.
“I didn’t know that the ‘Ode to Joy’ translated into Cree,” Big Bear whispered to Gwen as they watched it all from their vantage point behind a hay wagon loaded with very non-agricultural items on the bottom of it. ”But I admit that is sounds better in the original---”
Gwen shut up Big Bear’s mouth with words from her mouth in German, better pronounced than Big Bear had ever spoken. And better sung,   He wondered why she knew the language of the most cultured region of Europe so well. Maybe it was because she learned it as a child from one of  Freethinkers who had fled the 1848 rebellions in Europe and then set up ranches in Texas that honored Indians, and never used any slave labor.  Or maybe her travels were more extensive than she had talked about.  In any case, the time clock was ticking and the plan was set in motion.  A plan that made sense, but Big Bear was having some very personal problems with.
“I feel naked,” he said as he stroked his chin and upper lip, feeling the absence of hair on them.  “And vulnerable,” he continued, looking downward at his feet, feeling a draft coming in that blew over the skin on his hairless legs from beneath the layers of cotton and silk petticoats around them.

“Being a woman can do that to you,” Gwen slurred from the side of her artificially-haired face.  She adjusted the coat on the size large black businessman’s suit jacket covering her size medium body, and smiled at her companion in crime.

“What?”  Big Bear said, feeling now noticed more by Gwen than anyone else. “Something is wrong here,” Big Bear said as he faked a smile to a passing group of soldiers in grey who tipped their hats to him.

“They’re looking at you, not me this time,” she noted.  “And in case you’re wondering what’s going on inside of you, everyone is part man and part woman. What you’re feeling isn’t unusual.”

“Nothing’s going on in my inside, and I’m not feeling anything,” Big Bear growled while faking a smile through his bonnet to more male onlookers who sought the pleasure of his company between the sheets.  “Except that this corsette is squeezing the guts out of me.  And this dress of yours…that you never told me where you got---”

“---fits you better than it does me,” Gwen said as she adjusted the narrow-brimmed hat on her head and strolled over to the wagon to ‘inspect’ it.  “And if you don’t believe me, then maybe you can believe him,” she continued, pointing to Hans.
Big Bear’s eyes were met by Hans’, as the apolitical German doctor was about to sacrifice himself for a very political Cause.  The way that fair-haired, clean shaven, more musically enthusiast than talented German Pacifist looked at Big Bear that scared him.  “He’s looking at me because…he’s in on this?” 
“He will be, but he doesn’t know it yet,” Gwen said, casing out the man who seemed to be at the center of the plan that was emerging.  “But we have to concentrate on what we have to do, which is,” she continued, looking around her as discretely as she could into every corner of the town.  
That town was being guarded by more armed men than Big Bear had ever seen bearing arms since he bravely left his post in the Mexican War, or more accurately, the American Invasion of that country.   These Grey Coated soldiers seemed more eager for a fiht than the Blue Coated ones back in ’45.  Clearly they were ready for something to happen, waiting for the legendary Abolitionist Mountain man, his magic-wielding Indian side kick, and an army of liberated slaves from the last raids on Utopia to even the score with them.  Little did they know that the liberated slaves chose to enjoy their freedom rather than fight for someone else’s, or at least a chance to find fellow family members taken from them before joining the fight against Slavery.  They all promised Gwen and Big Bear that they would be back for the next raid at the appointed time and day, but none of them showed up.  “Maybe they didn’t make it home, or lost their way when trying to find one,” Big Bear said to himself.  “Or maybe they DID find a home.  Someplace where they could hide out from a world gone mad.  Like a world I had, and maybe still do, higher up the mountains,” he pondered to himself.  But masochist that he was, Big Bear made the bold decision to fight the world as it was, or perhaps it was a stupid one.  It certainly wasn’t a logical one.  

Against this army of overpaid and/or cleverly-brainwashed Confederates  was only Big Bear and Gwen now.  Passing themselves off as different people, though still having to be who they were beneath those disguises.  And still, hopefully, getting help from the Great Spirit to pull off yet another liberation in It’s service.  While every one of the devil’s minions was waiting for them. Including Satan’s most effective ambassador on earth, Colonel Robinson.  He sat on the porch of the Georgia Peach hotel in his CSA uniform. He was surrounded by trusted junior officers on his left, and non-Southern women dressed as Southern Belles on his right.  All fit into a portrait of worthy of being the centerpiece of a Carolina Plantation tea parlor, or the dining room of the Faculty Club at Harvard.   But one face didn’t belong with the others.  A face that didn’t look at anything except the ground beneath her shaking feet.

“Kathleen,” Big Bear said as he looked at her face.  Shame, regret and terror took turns  overtaking her Soul.    “We have to get her out of here,” he asserted to Gwen, who then  handed Big Bear two large ladies’ handbags.
“Anyone who has the courage, intelligence or stupidity to come with us can get out of here,” Gwen assured Big Bear.  “But first, we have to get them out.  And identify four things we need to get them out, seeing that the help we expected from the liberated slaves  you were sure would be here doesn’t seem to be coming.”

“Starting with the horses,” Big Bear said, doing a last once over check on Gwen’s paint mare and his own bay gelding. He hitched them the getaway wagon containing weapons stolen from the train robbery. “And continuing with where the ammunition, money and slaves are,” Big Bear said, eyeing the places where he saw the most men, and biggest guns.  
“You’re looking exactly where the Colonel wants you to, Little Cub,” Gwen said to Big Bear.  “But your role in this is to be pretty, not smart,” she smiled.  

“And what’s the smart way to find out where the ammunition, money, and slaves are?” Big Bear growled from behind a ladylike smile required to give but a heavily-beared Corporal in a tight fitting uniform who was looking his way.   Then Captains Ditka and McFearson, in perfectly tailored Confederate military attire.   “Tell me where you think what we need most is at?”  Big Bear asked Gwen as he bowed his head in a ladylike manner to Ditka and McFearson, who tipped their hats to him as gentlemen. 
“You look at what’s behind the eyes of the guards, not what’s in their hands,” Gwen replied. “And, as I learned through some hard experience that maybe I might tell you about some day, what’s between their legs.”  She pointed to two plainly dressed men in front of a laundry shop.  They pretended to be drunk but behind the fake staggers, they were as sober as Big Bear was somber.  Then Gwen pointed Big Bear’s attention to the porch of a feed store where four dirt farmers in tatorred trousers, weather worn shirts, but new, freshly-shined boots pretended to be shooting the shit, but seemed to be talking about something far more official.  
Then to a building supply shop, with carpenters in front of it whose hands had not a single blister on them. 
 “Ammunition, money, human cargo,” she said of the three locations in succession She discretely  pointed to a fourth, an old church with tall walls on all three sides, in front of which children were playing. “Horses behind the back,” she said as she smelled the aroma of equine sweat and manure blowing in on a gentle wind.  “And now, it’s time for you to spread salvation from the Lord,” she said to Big Bear, pointing to the suitcases next to the hem of his calf-length dress.
Big Bear did a final check of the Bibles inside the suitcases which were to be distributed to the Draft Resistor prisoners about to die.  He felt the weight of the pistols, knives and balls of powerful explosives inside the covers, then closed it up again.  At the third of Gwen’s proddings,  Big Bear sasheed  towards the gallows where Hans desperately tried to keep singing, as he was entitled by Confederate law to finish his last words.

While trying to walk like a gender to which he was not born, Big Bear felt the weight of the other weapons strapped to his leg and balls of explosives which to the observer seemed to be ample breasts full of loving, ‘just like mama used to have’.   ‘Hooking for Jesus’ was not quite what he had in mind to liberate the Pacifists from execution, but it was something unexpected.  Big Bear, master non-manipulator that he was, knew that any plan he himself had devised would be figured out by Robinson, somehow.  And somehow, Gwen was able to outthink Robinson.  All of her plans did so.  So far anyway.
But when Big Bear looked at Gwen as she made her way to the ammo dump, bank, and slave holding area to lay on the ground explosives that would blow open the doors when shot at from a distance, at the right time, he saw doubt, fear and under certainty in her eyes.   And the ultimate terror as she tried to pass herself off as a man---being found out for what and who you really are.

It was up to Big Bear now to work his way into the gallows, giving flirty looks to the guards, and Bibles to the prisoners.  And most importantly, Hans on ‘stage’ on the gallows.  As long as Hans mouth could keep singing, and he could keep the citizenry of Utopia entertained, that mouth would not be silenced by a rope around his neck.  Nothing new, Big Bear thought. “Keep the villagers entertained like a dancer, or provide a special live-requiring skill like a doctor, and the pitiful, ignorant masses won’t kill you,” Big Bear recalled from his only year of REAL education, the semester he snuck into Harvard as a student and sat in on classes in as many areas as he could.  
Professor Ludwig Richter, from whom Big Bear learned German as well as so many other things, was right back in 1840.  As he was right in 1846 when he protested from the lecturn and the newspaper that the Mexican War was not about freeing people from the oppression of the Mexican President, but a chance for the American President to conquer another country and make it his own.   Yes, Professor Richter was right, but he was put in the wrong cell for civil disobedience when he made his remarks too public, and powerful.   The official report in the Boston Herald said that he commited suicide in his cell by slitting his throat, after having been rejected by a male lover who visited him and told him he was going to leave him.   Big Bear wanted to go back to Boston for his funeral, but was warned by friends to stay as far West and North as he could in a letter that Richter sent to him the day before his demise.  

“Hmm,” Big Bear thought to himself as he worked his way through the well-armed soldiers to the soon to be armed Pacifists, arming them with a beautiful woman’s smile, the Word of the Lord as well as the weaponry to send their captors to the afterlife.  “I wonder what Professor Ludwig would think of me now,” he pondered.  “And what these people are going to do with these guns,” he considered, with a worriful frown he dared not show to anyone.  

After Big Bear had distributed his wares, he looked at the pocketwatch.  True to his sense of inner timing, he had completed that assigned task within four seconds of the appointed time.  As did Gwen, who nodded ‘yes’ to Big Bear after discretely depositing three well-placed explosive balls at the three designated locations.

And, as if there was a Higher Paw pushing the timetable forward, Hans’ voice gave out.  His throat was dry, hoarse and had nothing but silent air coming out if it.    “That’s it then, he’s done singing his last words,” the Seargent Executioner barked out.  Just as Hans reached into his gut to push out another stanza of music, the Seargent tightened the noose around his neck.   He then secured the roped around Hans wrists, and put his hand on the lever that would open the floor under his feet that would drop his body down into an irreversible journey to the afterlife.  
But the elements had other ideas, as Hans saw and felt it anyway.  Through his ever opened eyes, which had not been blindfolded, clouds came across the sky, turning the blue backdrop into a black covering with brisk north wind under it.  The Pacifists kept singing to a mixed audience outside of the ‘pit’, silenced by the final fall of their comrade as his feet gave way.   Just then, as if by divine will, a thunderbolt shot down to earth, through the barrel of Gwen’s gun. But the bullet missed the rope.    
Hans felt himself taken up the heavens by what felt like a quick snap of a head watching a body, which for the most part was a burdon, being removed from it.  But then he felt himself pulled back to earth, his eyes seeing a knife cutting the rope.

“Come on! Let’s go!” Hans heard from an angelic woman with a deep voice.  “This way!”  the Walkurie with the large Adam’s apple and residual stubble on his chest said.

Big Bear cut the ropes around Hans wrists and retrieved a pistol from his garter, placing into the German Pacifist’s hands.    The Mountain ‘maiden’ then looked at his pocketwatch, counted to three, and took aim at a distant building with the now-unconscious Seargent’s rifle.  With the first shot, the ‘maiden’ converted small bags of special chemicals into explosions that blew up the ammo dump.   The stockpile of Confederate supplies for Robinson’s private army blew up into the clouds, along with the bodies of anyone guarding it.  With the second shot, the pistol packing Mama-Papa blew a hole into the back of the vault of the bank, sending money of Yankee and Confederate currency up into the air.   A shower of greenbacks appeared, grabable by anyone with hands and an agenda based more on economic profit than survival or Confederate honor .  The third shot blew open the door to the slave quarters, thankfully doing minimal damage to the people inside, but maximal harm to the guards at the door holding the keys to their chains.  
An Indian woman dressed like a white man, harboring a bullet that found a home in her left arm, scurried over to those keys before they could be reclaimed by a squad of Confederates.  She threw them along with a bagful of guns inside, giving cover to the  Black, Red, Yellow and some White ‘employees’ inside who made their exit out the back and side doors.  
A third of the liberated prisoners who had been deprived of patches of skin on their backs due to the lash took up arms against their Gray Coated captors who had relieved the of that excess flesh.  A third took cover in the getaway wagon, or grabbed hold of any other form of getaway transportation available.  Such included bridled and riderless horses, some with saddles on them, liberated from their tethers behind the church, having been pointed there by the Indian Princess gunslinger.  Another third of the slaves remained in or around the building that enclosed and, so it seemed, protected them from the most terrifying experience of all, freedom.   It was a tragic but expected sight to see them put their chains back on their wrists, and calling for their masters for protection, and direction.
“In thirds again,” Big Bear commented calmly to Hans regarding the decisions the slaves made in the heat of the moment.  “As with the Pacifists,” he continued, noting a similar ratio of responses.  Though liberated from their captors, the population of prisoners who kept their chains, ran away from them, or used them on their captors was more or less equal.
“I don’t understand,” Hans said as chaos quickly took over the economic experiment that Robinson had built so efficiently and carefully.   But a chaos that he would soon control, given the number of people who wanted to be liberated and those still actively employed to maintain slavery, in one form or another.  “Run!  Save yourselves!”  Hans yelled to the remaining Comrades in the pit, who put their chains back on their wrists, and chose to sing more Beethoven rather than save their own lives.
“It takes time to accept it,” Big Bear said as he fired away at the Confederate onslaught, continuing to intentionally wound more soldiers than he killed.   A strategy which was both humane, and militarily effective.  But effective only if they gave a shit about their comrades, which in this ‘greed is great’ town was not the moral agenda.  “Shit! We have to shoot to kill these bastards.  They’re possessed!”  Big Bear ranted as he gave better cover to Gwen than she could expect, or got, from any of the liberated slaves of Pacifists in her ‘army’.  But while Big Bear acted in the moment to shoot before he got shot, his thoughts were on three troublesome observations clearly evident from those eyes on the side of his head.
First, Colonel Robinson seemed to accept all of this as something expected.  Though he gave commands to his men, he seemed more concerned with a secret plan of his own than the battle at hand, and was confident that that plan was in full motion.  Second, Hans threw down his pistol, refusing to fight.  The liberated leader of whatever Revolution had taken place  rushed to do what he could for the wounded, be they liberated prisoners as well as wounded Confederate soldiers.  Third, Gwen’s body accepted into its domain two more bullets, both of them causing her to limp as she ran from one position of firepower to another.  And, last but not least, the liberation wagon was being shot up beyond repair, unable to move unless the driver could find a way to get it moving with a back right and front left wheel that were little more than spliters.  Everything was going wrong, it seemed.  But one thing was very right. 
Kathleen scurried away amidst the chaos, hopped onto a wagon of her own and made the rounds, rescuing injured slaves, Gwen and finally Big Bear himself, who she recognized as the man she always wanted, rather than the a she-male who looked almost as good in a dress as she did.  The tide turned, slaves becoming free men instantly, and effective at it.  But effective only for an effective retreat, not a victory.

But Big Bear found himself concerned with one man, Hans.  Who insisted on staying behind.  “We have to get out of here, now,” Gwen said as she pulled out the last ball of  her special red smoke which temporarily blinded horses and did a lot worse to any two legged rats who dared to continue pursuit.  She had one fog wall left, the wind blowing the ones she had ‘built’ faster than she calculated.
“I’m not leaving him behind,” Big Bear said as he saw Hans putting a tourniquet around the bleeding leg of a soldier, who with his other hand was getting ready to stab him in the back. With that, Big Bear jumped out of the wagon and onto a horse which had just thrown its Confederate rider.   He galloped towards Hans, and as soon as he could get a clean shot, put a bullet through the good Doctor’s not-so-good patient.   After shooting another Confederate off his horse, Big Bear grabbed hold of its reins, rode over to a Hans, who now saw what his patient was trying to do to him.
“Wir ridden!  Schnell!”  Big Bear screamed out to Hans in very male, German, offering the doctor the second horse.  While he spotted a squad of soldiers infantry soldiers pulling out a new kind of gun setting it up to shoot at the escaping wagon as well as any slaves or prisoners who had not surrendered.  A which was able to fire at several rounds a second, for what looked like a minute or more, given the ammunition belt on the gun.  A gun which Big Bear destroyed with the last ball of mini-explosives in his holster.  Or Big Bear hoped he destroyed anyway, as he galloped away, an injured Hans following him at full speed.

Gwen, Kathleen and the now small band of others had made their way up the hill overlooking town.   Big Bear sent Hans ahead towards the wagon, an order that the masochistically-courageous Pacifist obeyed when it was appended with ‘’our wounded deserve your help more than their wounded, or and will do more productive things with their saved lives’.   
Meanwhile, the beardless mountain man rode his horse back down to Utopia. He threw the remaining ‘fog bombs’ and stolen explosives in his satchel on every trail up leading up from Utopia.  A temporary fix at best, but better than nothing at all.   
By the time he reached the top of the slope overlooking Utopia, he saw a mounted posse coming up the hill on the other side of town, led by Ditka and McFearson.  It was interesting to Big Bear that they were going in the opposite direction than the getaway route Gwen and the others had taken.  It was ominous that Colonel Robinson walked through the chaos and destruction with collection and calm, looking straight up the path that Gwen had so carefully mapped out.  Pointing at it with his finger, and conferring very privately with a Red-skinned Confederate Leutenent with whom he shared a nod and a laugh. Then dismissing the junior First Nations officer and looking straight up the mountain, with a stare that somehow reached Big Bears eyes.

“I don’t know what your game is, but I refuse play it, I promise you that!” Big Bear said in absentia to the Colonel.  The mountain man who wanted above all else to be left alone by the world and everyone in it, even those he loved, knew it was a promise he could not keep. 

CHAPTER
The time the sun gave way to twilight, then the dark sky of a quarter moon. Gwen had led the escaped slaves and Draft Resistors to a small valley between three large mountains.   Big Bear assured her that they were not being followed, having led the posse headed by still Sheriff Ditka to the South and the company of soldiers under now-Captain McFearson’s command to the East.  As long as everyone who got out of Utopia headed North or West, they could find new lives for themselves, or perhaps find a round-about route to journey to where they could pick up their old ones.   
In the distance beyond the wall of evergreen pines and still-leaf bearing birch, Gwen could hear Hans and Big Bear discussing matters of politics, most of it centered around the 1848 Revolutions in Europe which were called revolts by the kings and capitalists who foiled the democratic, socialist movement championed by dedicated Professors and manned by idealistic laborers. Big Bear spoke mostly in German, but Hans replied mostly in English.  Maybe it was because Hans was trying as hard as he could to fit into America, a land which he was determined to not leave until he had transformed it into something better.  Or maybe Big Bear’s German was understandable only to himself.  Or perhaps it had something to do with the way Hans looked at Big Bear, even after the mountain man got back into attire in keeping with his biological gender, with a different meaning to ‘brotherly love’ than the way Big Bear intended the ever elusive ‘L’ word. 
Gwen knew all too well how Big Bear misunderstood and misinterpreted the word ‘love’, resulting in him being hated by so many women who were not with him anymore.  Maybe one day he would tell him all about it, or she would see evidence that would confirm the insights she had about his past already.  Insights which she obtained by means which Big Bear was clearly not ready to understand.  But perhaps he would be one day.  Hopefully before the day of dying when the soul, body and mind would resign from the contract they had been forced to engage in by virtue of being born on a planet as primitive and potentially magnificent as Earth.         

But there was one question which was of more immediate, and even central, importance to Gwen now, as she looked at the hands which were sewing together the flesh on her arms and legs which bullets had torn apart.  The whore with the body of a goddess and the mind of a bottom feeding gutter slut put into Gwen’s repaired wounds mint-scented ointment from her perfume bottle that made the flesh feel painless, healthy and revived.  “Why are you fixing me up when the horses need it more than I do, and we need the horses to be taken care of so we can make it to a place of REAL safety and sustenance?”  she asked Kathleen.
“Because Big Bear asked me to,” Kathleen spat back.  “And Hans is a better doctor than I am.  So that’s why Hans is working on the horses, and everybody else.”  The wench who had medical skills far exceeding anything beyond Gwen’s expectations looked every inch the healer in the reflection of the campfire.  Indeed she seemed to have  abilities and insights that a common whore would never have.   Including the ability to answer the question Gwen still had the good sense not to ask, or perhaps not the courage to put to voice.  “So, you want to have that private talk about me and Big Bear?” she asked, not accepting ‘no’ for an answer.
“Little Cub, on most days,” Gwen smiled back. “But I suppose, Big Bear, today,” she conceded.
“And the history between you and Big Bear?” Kathleen inquired.  “Which maybe you and him haven’t talked about, or faced yourselves?”

Being hit straight between the eyes with the truth of the matter, Gwen didn’t know what to say.   She felt time move from the eternal now to a rapidly ticking clock that moved faster with every second.

“He IS his own man,” Kathleen pointed out to Gwen.  “Isn’t he?”

“Yes, he is,” Gwen conceded, and realized more than she ever had.   Inside of her head all sorts of plans she had in mind regarding Big Bear, Little Cub and her were criss-crossing, those streams dumping into a river filled with rapids, rocks and undercurrents beyond her control.   The pounding pain in her injured arm vanished, and her leg felt to be an invited appendum to her body rather than merely a burning one.  But the sensation of the night wind on the rest of her skin disappeared. But her feet felt distanced from the ground under them.  And between the ears she felt light, then numb.  Time and space were both illusions, past, present and future merged into the same light-infused fog.     
“Are you alright?” Kathleen asked.  As a healer, fellow outlaw and, so Gwen felt herself finally believing, friend.

“Too much magic dust, probably,” Gwen replied, hoping that such was true, or that it would believed anyway.  “Magic comes with a price,” she continued, her eyes fixed on the sky above the trees, her stare looked backwards behind those ocular portholes into a brain that felt detached from anything below the neck.

Gwen wasn’t sure how long that state of ‘spirit’ lasted, or what was happening to her after having presumably survived having five bullets taken out of her.  But after that journey to the Ancient Places was done with, Gwen saw Kathleen sizing her up. Not like she was a defective piece of Injun meat, but as a fellow Soul in need of help.  And Kathleen desperately needed to be OF help.

“Go, take care of the horses,” Gwen smiled to Kathleen, noting that she had finished stitching up her wounds, and that bones, muscles and nerves under the skin were once again working in harmony with each other.  “Go take care of the horses, and anyone else who’s still hurt. We’ll need them all to take care of us,” she continued, discovering that the words coming from her mouth were not only accurate, but had a prophetic meaning beyond any of her intentions to voice them.

CHAPTER
Colonel Robinson always had an obsession with hair.  Maybe because he valued his own mane of wavy locks so much.  Or because it was what women seemed to like first about him, and what follically challenged men both under and over him seemed to envy.   As a matter of historical fact, or corollary, hair defined a lot.  It expressed who you are, who you are working for, and what you want to become.  It therefore was important to be sure that all Indians who chose to become officers in his Batallion of Western Confederates be appropriately groomed.  One of them stood beside him, the Seargent stripes on his arms shining in the sunlight coming in through the hotel window, the light silhouetting the tufts of neatly combed hair atop his recently recently barbered head. 

But it was the old woman tied to the chair in front of Robinson who was of primary concern now, and the ability of this new Blackfoot Seargent to translate what the Lakota woman was saying, or not saying.  

“She says her name Bitching Crow, Colonel, Sir,” the Seargent said after a round of dialog which involved him asking questions, and the old woman spitting back sputem as well as insults back into his face as answers.  “Yes, Bitching Crow.”
“Which I already know,” Robinson replied after an indignant sigh. He looked at his watch, hearing it tick down with a sense of escalating urgency.  Then he directed his eyes to Achilles, whose black skin made his grey Confederate Major’s uniform seem white by contrast.    Achillies nodded his head ‘yes’ to the question Robinson asked.
The smart as well as strong Black Major punched Bitching Crow in the stomach, chest and back.   While she screamed, Robinson informed the man outside the locked door that everything was alright, and that he needed to be alone with the wench, and that he should pleasure himself with whatever wench he wanted downstairs.

After hearing that the footsteps of the man were downstairs and that he was being appropriately pleasured by two of Robinson’s most loyal and attractive employees, the Colonel grabbed hold of Bitching Crow’s grey-becoming-white hair, and stared into her still-intact eyes. “I heard you say to Big Bear that his sacred mountain has the power in it to change the world,” he said, having pieced together bits of banter between  the old Indian hag had told the younger White upstart back in the Lakota village.  

As soon as the Blackfoot ‘brave’ started to relate Robinson’s words in Lakota, the defiance in the old woman’s face turned into terror.  Yes, there really WAS a mythical mountain which only Big Bear knew about.  And that she knew its location as well, Robinson pondered.  She HAD to.  Every other imprisoned Lakota said that there was no secret about anyone in the village that Bitching Crow didn’t know, or wasn’t able to figure out.    
 “And as we all know, money changes the world more than anything else, and that the thing that makes money is gold,” Robinson continued, pacing up and down in front of her with his arms behind his back, very much the Professor in his own Institution of Higher Economic Influence.  “And mountains have gold in them, which is the only reason why a mountain man who smells of swamp, struggle and sweat has more gold in his pocket when he comes into MY town than he has brains in his hairy head. And you will tell me where that mountain is.”
The Blackfoot Seargent looked to Robinson, asking him to simplify the question in translation.   

“Ask her where Big Bear’s Sacred Mountain is, Seargent!”  he ordered to the interpreter.
The question was posed to Bitching Crow in Lakota.  She answered it in English, and only to Robinson.  “It’s up your ass, Colonel, Sir,” she smiled.  “And the only way you’re going to find that mountain of gold is if you follow me to it.  And I will take you there only if you cut me loose.  And promise that you will leave my people alone!  And let them go back to being themselves!”

It was a reasonable request, followed by Robinson asking Achillies for his knife.   He said ‘yes’ to her in Lakota and requested that the interpreter cut the ropes tying her to the chair.   Robinson pulled out a maps and a pencil with which she could point the way.  But before any marks could be made on the paper, a permenant imprint was made by the old hag into her chest, by the old woman’s own hand, with the interpreter’s knife.  She spit out blood on the way out of the land of the living, but before doing so uttered “it’s a good day to die,” in Lakota, for herself.  “For both of us,” she said to the Blackfoot interpreter.
 She then looked at Robinson, seeing right through his plan to kill her and betray her people again.  Or worse, to corrupt them with gold from the sacred mountain.  But she also saw another plan in the Colonel’s mind which she finally figured out, and seemed alright with.

“I hope you understand, and if you don’t that’s not my problem,” Bitching directed to the confused Blackfoot interpreter in his own language as her last words to those still in the land of the living.
The Blackfoot Seargent’s confusion ended very quickly when Achillies’ buffalo knife cut a deep gash across his throat, wielded by Robinson’s steady hand. “The less people who know about this, the better, Achillies.  Neither of us want to split the gold three ways,” Robinson said by way of explanation to the Seagent as on his way to the perhaps not-so-happy hunting grounds in the Satanic valley.  “You do know that.”

“What I know is that we need to get someone who knows how Big Bear thinks, who can lead us to him,” Achillies replied.  “I am sure that you know that,” he reminded his boss. But as a mentor who was disappointed with his spoiled brat pupil who just burnt down the examination room the night before having to take a final exam required to graduate. “And with Bitching Crow gone, we need to recruit a member of her tribe we can trust.”

“Like me?”  a voice rang out from behind the door, which was now open.  “I heard that you need an interpreter, and guide,” Growling Wolf said, clad in a fresh new brown suit, complimented by two of Robinson’s prize paleface hookers, one on each arm.   “And I know how to divide anything in thirds,” he smiled.

How Growling Wolf heard what was going on in the locked and isolated hotel room, and how he opened the locked door worried Robinson.  This Indian was clearly smarter than any member of his tribe.  And maybe smarter than Robinson himself.   But it would take a smart Indian to follow Big Bear and his gunslinging witch to their ultimate destination.   Offering Growling Wolf a portion of the booty was a small price to pay in the quest of finding a mountain filled with more gold than any he earn, borrow or steal.   And there was the matter of Kathleen as well.  Finding her and the gold were both equally important now, a matter of practicality, and personal honor.

CHAPTER
As was custom for Big Bear, and mandated procedure for Gwen, the liberated slaves were send off to find their own way home or to a place they could make such.   Some of the Freethinkers, Pacifists and Draft Resistors were asked to be temporary masters for the liberated slaves, by the former slaves themselves.  Most of the slaves formed their own tribes, electing leaders who were courageous, egotistical or stupid enough to take on the job.   The others went out in pairs, some involving both sexes, two of the couples having the same biological reproductive parts.  All needed money, and all got what they wanted and needed by Big Bear, who sent them out rich in coin and gold nugget. Such left him more empty in pocket than expected.  
 Following their departure, Big Bear checked the reserves of gold and coin in his saddlebags.  They were gone.  As was the reserve that he stored in his medicine bag.  And that which he put in the lining of his buckskin coat and mocassins, the lining cut open with a small enough hole to extract out the contents within.   And for reasons Big Bear could not comprehend, Hans remained behind when he could have walked or rode away with German and other European immigrant comrades who wanted him as their leader.  A leader who had money in his pocket as well as Vision between his ears.

But for now, the only Vision Hans had was the view of the Mountain Man from behind as the Path to the next required destination became even steeper.   
“Are you sure there is no other way to where we’re going?”  Hans said, refusing to look back.  And terrified of the view if he did, as the flatland-raised Berliner realized that his fear of heights was now worse than ever.    
“Keep your eye on the horizon, and I’ll keep my ear open to the music,” Big Bear said from  atop his horse in the lead of the quartet of mounted Crusaders.  He seemed prophetic, crazy, or delusional.  Or maybe he was all three. 

“Where are we going anyway?”  Hans inquired, having been kept in the dark about Big Bear’s real mission ever since his liberation from the gallows.

“Somewhere…necessary,” Big Bear proclaimed.

“To get fresh horses, and a wagon that’s mounted on wheels that work,” Gwen explained as she rode up alongside of Hans, then past him.  Kathleen followed, taking hold of the lead shank on Hans’ lame but still faithfully-moving-forward horse.

“I know why I’m here, but why are you here?” Hans asked Kathleen, noticing just how much her dress had been torn and the flesh underneath was covered with scratches, the result of awkward riding as well as hard fighting.  
“It beats where I was, I suppose,” she replied.  “And who I was with,” she continued, looking with admiration and affection to Big Bear.  “Big Bear’s a man who knows what he’s doing.”
“And what IS he doing?” Hans asked.

“We’ll know that after we’ve done it, I suppose,” she smiled.

“And after he hears the music,” Gwen offered from a distance too far for normal ears to have heard.  “Which is now.”  

Big Bear held his hand up in the air, halting the column.  Something came into his ears that Hans could not hear.  “What is he listening to?”  Hans asked Kathleen.  “The wind?”

“The Silence,” Kathleen replied.  “The Indian witch doctor who he thinks he loves said he hears Silence more than he hears real sounds.”

“Like Beethoven,” Hans smiled back, recalling simpler times that may or may not have existed in reality. “My father said that he asked Maestro Ludwig if could hear Silence, while at the same to listening to musical notes.  Or people talking.  Or.---”
“---The music!” Big Bear proclaimed, pointing to a small path leading to a flatter portion of the mountain, thankfully.  “It’s calling us!” he said as he moved forward.

With each stride of his nearly three-legged horse, Hans could hear the Silence with perfect harmony provided by a gentle wind.  Then notes sung by people.  Then, as the narrow mountain path turned into a wide, flat plateau, music coming from a very choir.  With an arrangement composed by a very human and struggling earthbound Soul. “Bach,” he smiled.  “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desire,” he related to Kathleen, in German, then English.   “Sung technically very well, but lacking…life, and joy,” he noted being able to now hear the music more clearly, and painfully.  

It was coming from a trading post that had been converted into a Church, defined as such by a large cross on top of its expanded ceiling.  Solidly built to withstand the any invasion by the demons of wind, rain, snow or sleet.   Buggies more suited to farms than wilderness and wagons made of more metal than wood surrounded the building on all sides, a large watertrough in front of it.  In the corral were fresh horses, some with halters on their heads, some that seemed too proud and wild to be wearing such apparel.  In front of the church were three canine beasts more wolf-like than dog.  They growled at the intruders, showing off their teeth, the hair on their backs standing on end.

Big Bear halted the enterage just as the horses were about to get spooked by the four legged guardians of the Temple. He seemed in awe of the place, his stare held hostage by everything ‘new’ about it.  

“So, tell me why you took us to Church,” Gwen said to Big Bear. “Besides you wanting to admire the architecture, Little Cub.” 

“Because Big Bear said that we need fresh horses and wagons,” Kathleen noted.

“And a chance to get eaten alive by those rabid wolves,” Gwen said as the largest of the pack leaped away from its station on the porch and made a mad dash for her horse, which reared up.   Hans and Kathleen did their best to keep their horses from running away and leaving them on the ground.   The head canine was then joined by his compadres, who surrounded the horses, showing off their teeth with growls that said it was lunch time, with main course of equine flesh and a desert of human carcass.  Gwen pulled out her pistol, aimed it at the head wolf found her shot blocked by Big Bear, who rode directly in front of her, blocking her shot.
“No Homer!’ Big Bear yelled out to the leader of the pack. “Mots, Aristotle and Plato!” he requested of his buddies.   He leaped off his horse and presented his face directly into theirs.  “Only stubble on the face, but still lots of hair on the head,” he said.

The dogs obeyed, their angry growls turning into affection licks.  “It’s been a long time, Homer, Aristotle, and Plato,” he said to them in Lakota.  

“Their names are Mathew, John and Luke, now,” a two legged guardian of the Temple said as she opened the door.  She wore a black dress covering every part of her body from the neck down, her auburn hair pulled back in a severe bun, a large cross around her tight throat.    In her arms was a shotgun, oversized for her frail and, under the excessive wardrobe, attractive body.  But by the way she cocked the hammer and kept the barrel at a steady aim, she seemed well skilled in how to use it.  “And you aren’t welcomed here anymore,” she growled at Big Bear.  
“Interesting what you’ve done with the place, Vicci, or as you probably call yourself now, Victoria,” Big Bear said.  “Converted it into a haven for Christians with money.  With my blood, sweat and money.”
“And another husband,” she replied, showing Big Bear her left hand, a ring on it made of pure gold with a large stone in it.  “Who is inside, and very well armed.” 
“As are all of his fellow Christians, I suppose,” Big Bear said as he let the dogs go back to whoever they chose.  “Heavily armed, and ready to come out to cut us into pieces after they’re through butchering Bach’s music with their lifeless voices.”

“We Christians have to protect ourselves,” she asserted. “From demons, pagans and godless men like you.  And demonic women!” she continued, looking at the trio of misfits behind him.  Misfits who endangered everything Vicci, now Victoria, had adopted since she surrendered her vitality for security. Her freedom for bondage.   Her love of learning for the comfort of a theology that never changes.  “You and those godless women deserve each other.  I hope you enjoy fornicating yourself and each other all the way to hell.”
Big Bear smiled, grateful that at least Victoria could invent curses like Vicci could. But he could feel behind him Gwen and Kathleen ready to challenge Victoria with a verbal battle which would result in a catfight that no one would win, and Hans would be unable to stop no matter how well he tried to ‘sing’ sense into them.  And in the meantime, what would come out of Victoria would be too much history about Big Bear, which neither Gwen, nor Kathleen, were able to handle.  Starting with his Paleface name, and the many dark secrets behind it.

But more importantly, the quartet of misfit were on horses in need of water, food, medical attention and rest.  And Big Bear had to get the Sacred Mountain as soon as possible to extract what was hopefully still there.  The next liberation Missions depended on it, such including buying back the Lakota tribe he considered family back from Robinson’s bondage, if indeed the rumors he had heard from Blackfoot and Crow hunters he had met on the trail since the last raid were true.  

“All we’re asking is for horses, wagons, food, some medicines and digging supplies,” Big Bear said.  “And some lodging for us, so we can mend our own bodies up before moving on.”

“And you have money to pay for it?” Victoria inquired.  “Because if you don’t, I have every legal right to shoot you where you stand.  You and your ‘friends’.  The lawyers said that everything on this farm is mine now.  And the piece of paper that YOU signed also, of your own free will.”

Big Bear saw out of the corner of his eye Kathleen and Gwen giving each other that ‘he’s really dumber than he seems’ look.    But there was something else about Gwen that concerned Big Bear.  She looked paler than normal.  Sicker.  And there was an aura about her that reeked of impending death.  Death that could be maybe postponed by a few days rest, as well as completion of this final Mission to the Sacred Mountain that she insisted on doing.  ‘For your sake and everyone else’s, for reasons neither you nor the world are aware of yet,’ to paraphrase her own words on the matter, which she had told him in private again and again since the last raid.
While Big Bear pondered matters past, present and future, Victoria called Homer, Aristotle and Plato back to her, using their Christian names.   The hounds held their ground, stuck between two parents who raised them as cubs.  “You, come here!” she commanded the dogs, pulling out a piece of freshly-smoked jerky from the barrel outside the Temple closed to all ‘pagan’ ideas that had once been a Trading Posts open to all ideas, and ideals.  “And you, go!” she commanded Big Bear as the dogs stood their ground, their mouths watering in anticipation of fresh meat, but their hearts in need of connecting with an old friend.  

“I’ll have to consult my posse about that proposition,” Big Bear said.  “Who may be not as many guns as you and your husband’s friends inside, but who are more determined to use them than they are, and you are, Vicci,” he smiled. 

On cue, Gwen pulled out her bow, placing an arrow into it, aiming it at Victoria.  Kathleen retrieved the rifle on Gwen’s saddle and did the same.  Gwen motioned with her head for Hans to retrieve a pistol from Gwen’s holster.  Kathleen bent her knee, then pulled aside her skirt, allowing the Pacifist who had as much aversion to accessing pleasure from a woman’s flesh as he did for shooting any man, a grab of the revolver strapped to her garter.   Accepting the fact that he was not about to win any political argument with these two women, the Pacifist took both guns into his hand, pointed them at Vicci, and looked every inch the gunfighter.  Indeed, he even felt like a gunslinger for a magical indulgent moment.  Particularly to Victoria, and even to Big Bear.

“So, Vicci,” Big Bear said to his ex-wife as the congregation inside continued their singing.  “You want to call those singers out for a musical finale here, or are you going to give us what we want, need and if it has anything to do with it, deserve? I’d suggest tht you start by giving us a generous helping of jerky and bisquits on that lunch table that was going to feed those already overweight and overpaid Bible thumpers who are singing about the virtues of poverty.”

Victoria seemed scared, in ways that Vicci never was. It saddened Big Bear to see such, but it was necessary to secure what he needed.  And what the Mission needed.  She laid down her shotgun, threw him a handful of jerky and busquits, along with healthy platter or the trimmings around such.  Then, after a moment of courage that didn’t past very quickly, she opened a buckboard on the floor of the porch just below the window.  She pulled out a ring of keys from inside of it and tossed it to Big Bear.  “Take what you need and leave me alone. Please!”  she pleaded, afterwhich she opened the door to the Temple and entered it, locking the door behind her.
“I guess that means a ‘yes’ to everything you asked her for, Little Cub?”  Gwen said to Big Bear.

“Maybe,” he replied, not quite trusting who Vicci had become, and knowing less about who he was becoming.  And even less about the trusted trio he was now traveling with.  In a world that was changing daily, in ways that he was never able to handle.   A world where compassion and intelligence seemed to be liabilities rather than assets.   Where clever trumped wise.  And manipulation overrode courage, or even tenacity.
Two black holes pulled in Big Bear’s stare as he heard Gwen and Kathleen try to pull him away from them.  “So, you’ve learned to bullshit one of the bullshitters you were married to,”  Gwen said to him as a mildly satisfied teacher as she moved her gear into the first one room cabin, the doorway open, the dark, unlit interior of it undoubtedly a lot warmer than the cold night air.  “What you did with and to Vicci was interesting, and ---“

“---Great!” Kathleen interjected, as an admirer. She carried her newly-acquired gear into the second of the two outcabins on the perimeter of the property.  

“And you did it with a poker eyes,” Hans added, opening up his a bedroll in preparation to bunk out under the stars.  

“It’s called a poker FACE,” Gwen said to the German expatriate who was too intelligent to indulge in the art of deception, or scared to do so.  “A poker face that says he still gives a shit about ‘Queen Victoria’.”

“And always will!” Big Bear barked back at Gwen. “What’s wrong with that?”

“In the short term, everything,” she noted. “In the long term, nothing,” she continued, keeping her thoughts and feelings to herself. “Nothing at all.”

“Two cabins, one cot in each of them,” Hans noted.

“A cot can be converted into a bed, I suppose,” Kathleen said with a smile directed to Big Bear.

“Indeed it can,” Gwen added, upping the ante on a game that Big Bear did not want to play, but felt pulled into.

The two men looked at the two women, wondering what to do about them, the cold night, the rain clouds above them, and the rules they had inflicted upon themselves regarding love, comfort and honor.  The two women waited for their answers. 

“Proposition,” Professor Big Bear suggested to his new co-investigator Hans.  He stroked his now-stubbled chin, so as to cover at least some of what was behind his eyes.  “Better to be with someone who understands your heart?” he said lovingly regarding Kathleen. “Or with someone who understands your mind,” he continued, looking at Gwen.

“Someone who understands your….SOUL?” Hans suggested.  An offer that Big Bear was apparently not open to understand, or accept.  

“Or the laws of chance,” Big Bear proposed, taking out a coin which Hans did not recognize, thankfully and appropriately.  He flipped the coin up into the cold and now wet night air.  “Heads for heart, tails for the muscle between the ears.”

Hans caught the coin before it hit Big Bear’s open palm.  Slowly he released it, allowing his new Comrade in this new Revolution to look at it. 

“Tails,” Big Bear said.  “The Mind, which mean I bunk in with Gwen and you take shelter tonight with---“

“---the elements,” Hans interjected, pointing Big Bear’s attention to both doors, closing at the same time, the women behind them bolting them shut.  Each threw out a blanket, some beef jerky and a small tarp.

The men looked at each other and prepared themselves for a cold night, in separate tents.  Big Bear felt the stars laughing at him, and the women sharing the gag.  

CHAPTER

“What is he detecting with his olfactory apparatus?”  Achilles said regarding Growling Wolf, who was sniffing the ground on a riverbank that led to four forks, each leading to another mountain. “I don’t perceive any equine hoof prints or detritous,” he continued, testing the odor of the ground himself through his large, Roman nose and excessively large Negroid nostrils.  “Why does he think Big Bear and the rest of them were here?”
“Something, I suppose,” Colonel Robinson said, still atop his horse

“From THIS world?” Achillies inquired, wondering if Robinson had followed Growling Wolf into the realm beyond forms with both feet.  
Growling Wolf opened his eyes wider than normal, in the manner of a Seer, or someone trying to sell himself as such.  He silenced Robinson and Achillies by raising his right hand up in the air.  Less than a second after raising his left hand up the wind picked up, something that interested Achillies but that, like everything else this ‘wannabe Visionary’ did, it had to have a scientific explanation.  Of course the most logical explanation of it was that for Growling Wolf to yield political power in the tribe, or anywhere else, he had to convince everyone else that he was Master in the domain beyond the physical world.  Not an unusual or unexpected strategy. But something about the trickery, or coincidence, or instinct to be able to predict weather changes did work for the matter at hand.  
Growling Wolf pointed to what he was smelling.  Even Achillies’ very worldly eyes saw what was drawing his attention.  Blowing in the wind amidst the partially-leaved trees were traces of blood and strands of knotted  hair, amidst bits of torn cotton and silk. “Clothing,” the redskin buck who aspired to be an old one said. “Kathleen clothing.”

“Bought by me,” Robinson fumed.  “For the woman who is still very legally my property.”
“I recall your telling me that she was OUR property, Colonel,” Achillies pointed out, in English that was more accurately pronounced than Robinson’s.  
“Hmm..A black man owning a white woman,” Robinson pondered, his hand stroking the borders of his mustache. “An interesting proposition that is also another---”

“---Problem,” Achillies interjected, and not about what his partner was about to propose regarding who was really in charge of their mutually owned business.  “Two riders approaching!” he whispered to Robinson, while he turned his back to discretely grab his rifle, getting it ready to fire before the riders noticed him doing so.   Two well-armed riders who went ‘unnoticed’ by the Indian Scout who was supposed to be able to hear an elk approaching from half a mile away.   Riders who evoked Robinson’s wrath rather than caution as they approached closer, and pulled up their hat rims.

“So, what happened to you two gentlemen?”  Robinson inquired of the two unexpected visitors, whose Confederate uniforms looked more like rags than displays of military honor or Southern pride.  And whose faces looked as defeated as they were tired.  

“The Union Army, Colonel Robinson,” McFearson said by way of explanation. 

“And Utopia?  My model of a new America?” Robinson inquired.

“OUR model of a new America,” Achillies reminded everyone.

“Whatever Utopia was, it is now big Union transportation and recruiting center, Colonel,” Ditka related with heavy breath, made so by blows to his chest that broke his left collar bone and no doubt damaged  several ribs under it.  “We did all we could to hold them back, but.---”

“---the mines?”  Robinson inquired.

“We blew up the entrances and burnt the maps,”  McFearson said between gulps of water flowing between the rocks that showed no horse tracks, or human footprints.  “So they wouldn’t fall into the enemy’s hands,” he continued, as a soldier.
“Or our other economic competitors,” Ditka added.  “But will take much digging to get Utopia back to what you made it, Colonel, Sir.  Many laborers.”

“Who we can buy, underpay or, if we are in a good mood, overpay, once we get to where we’re going,” Robinson replied confidently.  “A five way split of Big Bear’s gold for everyone!” he announced as if Santa Clause on Christmas eve.  

“Even for the Injun?” McFearson asked regarding Growling Wolf, who was still listening to the wind, sky and maybe ghosts inhabiting such.  

“We can buy him his own saloon in the Happy Hunting grounds,” Ditka whispered, getting a laugh from McFearson, an ironic chuckle from Achillies.

“Or I sell your scalp to lowest bidder at next fort,” Growling Wolf said very loudly, as he turned around then pointed his a rifle at McFearson’s fat head, his  revolver at Ditka’s already injured chest.

Achillies wondered just how much English Growling Wolf did know, or whether ‘I sell your scalp to lowest bidder at next fort’ was all an Indian needed to say if he wanted to be left alone by a White Man. In any case, Growling Wolf was not only smarter than the average Indian, he was more clever.  Which made him not only more dangerous, but more useful.   As long as his obedience could be maintained by well-bussomed White Women and highly-potent Brown Whiskey.   And he knew that a man of Color, be it Red or Black, was only as powerful as the White Man with whom he was associated.

“So, now that we are all in agreement, gentlemen,” Robinson proclaimed with a confident smile. “We shall proceed to…where, CHIEF and General Growling Wolf?”
Growling Wolf pointed to the ‘path’ leading up the highest mountain.  “Faster this way,” he said.  

“And more dangerous,” McFearson noted of the slope that seemed negotiable only by creatures with good wings.

“There has to be better way around,” Ditka added, his eyes spotting the skeleton of three mules goats and as twice as many men at the bottom of the vertical ‘path’.
“I’m sure there is a better way around,” Robinson assured them.  
“For cowards, and those too lazy to become winners,” Achillies interjected, playing his part in the play he and Robinson had written.   It maybe wasn’t the most honest show in town, but it was the one most producible.  And the best role any Black Man could get, even if the Union Army decided to wipe out the Confederacy.   And no matter what color of man ruled the world that was coming, the golden rule was he who has the gold makes the rules, no matter how honorable, intelligently-formulated or Spiritually-inspired those rules were.
CHAPTER

“Finally flat ground!” Hans said as the earth in front of his feet stopped moving upward, giving him a firm view of a level, short-grassed plateau brown grass on both sides of his shivering body.   “Are we here yet?” he asked Gwen.

Big Bear stopped his horse at the base of this last slope up the  rock-faced mountain, nodded three times, dismounted and felt the earth with his palms.  
“Yes, I think so, Hans” Gwen said as Big Bear smiled, wider than he ever since leaving Utopia.   That grin of happiness turned blissful, the profound when he looked at a circle of rocks that reflected the light of the sun in all hues with the brightest expression of all of them. “Yes, I know so, we are at our final destination,” Gwen affirmed.  “And he is about to be in his,” she continued, as Big Bear walked around the circle of rocks at the base of the cliff, daring not to go inside of it.

“What’s that?” Kathleen asked as she rode up to Gwen and Hans.

“A Medicine Wheel,” Gwen replied.  

“And what kind of medicine is inside of it?” Kathleen asked.

“An energy that needs no power to be expressed, to those who live in my world,” Gwen answered.  She let out still another cough, hiding from the others that there was as much blood as phlegm coming out of her mouth.  “Some kind of electromagnetic field coming from under the ground to those who live in your world,” she noted regarding the very symmetrical circle of 28 rocks whose egg-like shapes were very natural, and nearly identical.

“And what world is he in?” Hans asked, seeing Big Bear going somewhere else, or wanting to.  He then turned to Gwen, noting that she wanted to follow him, or perhaps lead him to someplace he could never go.  “And what happens  if one goes into the Medicine Wheel?” he continued, noting purulent pus coming through the wounds on Gwen’s left arm and right leg, both appendages given to tremors, particularly when she was not trying to move them.. He also observed that the breath coming out of her mouth sounded more like a rattle of gravel rather than a river of air.  “Do you become healthy if you go into the circle?”

“Transformed,” Gwen smiled, any fear lingering in her face vanishing, seeming to be taken away by a gentle wind from the North.  Or so it seemed to Hans as he noted Kathleen becoming more concerned with Big Bear than ever before,  Kathleen smelled even more of perfume and her long-sleeved blouse was now torn up nearly to the shoulder, the hem of her dress having been ripped up for bandages up past the knees.   
Hans observed that Kathleen was drawn to something in the rock cliff in front of her, She focused on the black holes carved by a powerful force into the granite wall. Maybe she was scared of something inside of the caves behind the black holes, or someone in the world outside of them. 
 But for the moment, Hans was drawn more to Gwen’s dilemma, as it was now fully integrated with Big Bear’s.  She hobbled over to the Medicine wheel, standing directly behind Big Bear as his feet found themselves glued to the ground just outside of it.   In her eyes were profound thoughts, and ideas, about to be given voice.
“So, shit or get off the pot, Little Cub,” she smirked.  “Your soul is baking itself dry, and is about to die of thirst.  What you need is some water, idiot.  The worst that can happen to you is to go to  the huya aniya,” she said to Big Bear. “That’s the Spirit Realm, where you don’t have to fight anyone, and just have to ‘be’,” she related to a very interested Hans, and a highly cynical Kathleen,
“I’m not going to the other side.  Not yet, anyway,” Big Bear said.  “Heaven watches, but Earth Works, and there’s still things I have to do here, as an independent and human soul,” he stated.  “Right?” 
“Yeah, maybe,” she replied, finding that her soul wanted to go inside the wheel, but that her feet would somehow not let her do so.
“But it’s your turn to…be healed, Gwen, or whatever your real name and origin is?” Big Bear said.

“Or transformed?” Hans offered, feeling medically and metaphysiologically ‘experimental’.  

“Maybe so,” Gwen smiled, after which she gritted her teeth and commanded her feet to obey her brain, and Mind.  The first step into the wheel turned into a stumble.  Her defective foot gave way to gravity, pulling the other hindlimb onto the ground as well.  Big Bear extended his foot and hand into the wheel but Gwen pushed both of them away. Kathleen pulled Big Bear back to the ‘sensible’ side of the wheel.  

“Thanks,” Gwen said to Kathleen.  “You did the Right thing.  Just like I have to do the Right thing, alone.”  With that, Gwen pulled herself up on both feet and somehow made them work in harmony rather than discord.  With each step towards the middle of the medicine wheel, her footing was less lame. Then it became sound, then strong.  Her back turned from hunchback to erect, and with each breath she took, each one as a prayer, Life seemed to enter into her body.  The congestive black aura of death gave way to brightness around her head, then her entire body.  She turned around and smiled at Big Bear, saying something that sounded like ‘Thank You’, in an unearthly tongue which Hans did not recognize as anything European or Indian.  
“You’re welcomed,” Big Bear smiled back in very human and American English.

“Then join me,” Gwen said as she extended her hand to her, in a language which Hans felt himself understanding with his heart, but not his mind.

“It’s a trick,” Kathleen whispered to Big Bear, holding him back.  “And there is another reason why we came here, right?”

“Yes, there is,” Big Bear conceded, pulling his feet on the ‘safe’ side of the medicine wheel.  He looked up to the caves above him, then turned to Hans.  “The answer to all of your questions, and all of our shared global problems is up there.  One more climb and all or your questions about me, and a lot of other mysteries, will be solved.  In a very positive way,” the Mountain Man promised Hans, as the height-terrified Pacifist looked upward to the caves up the hard, very vertical cliff.

“I’ll be sure he keeps looking upward,” Kathleen offered.
“And I’ll be sure that he doesn’t fall down,” Gwen said as she strolled out of the circle, miraculously cured.  Or maybe pretending to be.   “And I’ll also be sure that no one follows us up here,” she continued as she grabbed hold of her rifles, the reins of her horse, and large bag of explosives.  She jumped on her horse and rode into the bush, disappearing behind it. 

Hans remained, his heart in his throat as a rope fell into his sweat-soaked palms, put there by Kathleen’s gentle fingers.  
“Hans, we don’t have much time,” Big Bear said.

“No, I suppose we don’t,” Hans replied, feeling something pulling him forward, and someone following him.  Forcing him in that most frightening and important of Directions.  
CHAPTER

The only thing McFearson was repulsed by when growing up in the Scottish Highlands was manipulative women from the English Lowlands, particularly those who claimed to.   Have  witchlike powers.  Repulsion turned to terror when he let his own illogically-based imagination believe their hocus pocus was actually real.  Such was what he felt when seeing dust atop the mountains arising from what seemed to be solid rock, originating from a single rider who was moving so fast and skillfully that the horse was invisible.  As was  the only shape of anything human was a long mane of black hair and a chest bearing two very large breasts pushing out from her tightly-fitting blood-red shirt.  Everywhere she rode, she turned the sky into smoke, and the rock below her into rubble.  Rubble that turned into mud by the time it reached the bottom of the mountain.

“We have to go up there,” Colonel Robinson commanded the horse under him and the men behind him.  None of them heeded his command, even Achillies. “What are you afraid of?” he demanded of them.  “Are you afraid of?  Being rich?”

“Being dead,” Ditka barked back, doing his best to keep himself on his very spooked horse as it got a whiff of the fog flowing down the mountain.

“Being ineffective,” Achillies answered, calmly.
“Being damned,” McFearson said when it was his turn to answer.  “To be sent to hell by the Indian witch on top of the mountain, and to arrive there scalped by Growling Wolf. The rabid bampot who, if you’ll notice, Colonel, Sir, just disappeared on us.”

Robinson took a look around him and indeed, Growling Wolf was gone.   For the first time since McFearson knew the Colonel, he seemed lost.   And even scared.  

“I would suggest that we turn around,” Achillies offered.

“But not turn back!”  Robinson barked.  “By all of my calculations and information I gathered about Big Bear, there’s enough gold up on top of that Mountain to acquire anyone or anything on earth.  Or buy your way out of hell, and make yourself king of heaven.”

“Which would be blasphemy,” McFearson said, finding out that indeed he really did believe those Christian fairy tales about the Old Man in the sky who has everyone by the short and curlies.  And noticing that the ground under his feet was not only shaking, but starting to cave in.  “I’m getting out of here while I can!” he said, as he yanked his horse’s head back towards the base of the mountain and the safe, flat, solid ground leading to anywhere else.
“I  come too,” Ditka added.  By some miracle he was still able to hold on to his horse, and by yet another miracle, it jumped over a pile of solid dirt that had turned into quicksand.  

Ditka and McFearson galloped as fast as they could, disappearing into the brush below.   Just as the mountain omenously started to calm down.  
Robinson turned to Achillies. “Et tu, Brutis?”  he inquired of  the closest thing he had to a friend other than money.  Or women he could buy which such.

“A coward dies a thousand deaths,” Achillies said as he looked at the once bold Polish Sheriff and brash Scotsman run like rabbits, holding onto the necks of manes of their galloping horses harder than aging women in the Colonel’s brother held on to the illusion of vanishing youth.  “The death of a coward is a tragic one,” he noted.
“And painful one,” he heard from a very ancient voice behind him.  Growling Wolf appeared on foot, still atop his horse, from a cloud of black fog.  He placed his rifle against his shoulder and took aim.  Ditka and McFearson hit the ground.  After two painful rolls, they screamed out for their mothers, struggling to get on their feet, having lost sensation from them.
“We should finish them off,” Achillies said to Robinson.

“They were cowards,” Robinson noted.
“Those of little faith,” Growling Wolf said, more like a fire and brimtone Preacher than a Pagan Indian.  “Idiots and Assholes,” he smirked, revealing the more base side of his nature and probably ultimate destiny.

“Idiots and assholes who, if they talk to anyone, can tell them about the gold” Achillies calmly to Robinson, keeping his real intentions to himself. He noted that McFearson and Ditka finally figured out that if they worked together.  Each of them could contribute one good leg to a combined body that could, theoretically, get back to civilization.  “They seem determined to make it back to….somewhere.”
“He does have a point,” Robinson said as he pulled out his rifle and took aim at the two lumps of agonizing human flesh trying to drag themselves to their horses.  “I hired them, and I suppose it is up to me to fire them. Something I have to do.”  He then looked at Growling Wolf, seeing something in the eyes of the Redskin that Achillies didn’t or couldn’t. “But it’s something you want to do, right, Growling Wolf?”  Robinson smiled as he handed the Indian his rifle.

Growling Wolf smiled with delight as he took aim at the two White men who he once hated, then formed alliances with, and now could dominate.   He took another ten shots, each one giving them pain and paralysis, but not finality.  With each scream the men bellowed out, and each pleading for their mothers, or the forgiveness of the Lord in Heavan, Growling Wolf grew an even more erect third leg between his two hindlimbs.  

“Out of bullets,” he said to Robinson, after which he pulled out his knife.  

But before the Redskin could think about using it, Achillies aimed at Ditka’s head and McFearson’s chest, putting an end to the misery of their worldly existence.  

“Now, they are out of our misery,” Achillies said to Robinson.  “And can’t tell anyone where we are going.”    
“Which is this way,” Growing Wolf said, as he pointed the way to a trail up the mountain that seemed very negotiable.  

“Are you sure?”  Achillies asked him.

Growling Wolf smiled, turned his horse upward towards the trail that materialized in front of them, and pointed to the top of the now quieted mountain.  Robinson followed him.  
 Achillies had no choice but to follow.  “I’ve come too far to turn back now,” he told himself in a whisper to himself in the African tongue that his slave mother taught him.   In a bold voice that he hoped Growling Wolf couldn’t hear, and the Indian witch still atop the mountain could not smell.  Somehow greed replaced fear, and such didn’t scare him.  Even when he smelled impending death up ahead.  Death of someone, or maybe everyone, who dared to climb up this forbidden or perhaps Sacred mountain, that had a mind and Soul of its own.

CHAPTER
It was a long and arduous climb, but well worth every rope burn and blister obtained en route.  The central cave in the mountain was bigger and stronger than any that could be built by human hands, or even human machines.  At least the ones that Kathleen had ever seen as she wandered into its core, leaving Male escorts Hans and Big Bear somewhere behind her.   The quality of light was somehow different in this cave than any she had ever been in.  The walls somehow reflected far more light than the sun, or her torch, shone onto it.  And in the most eye opening color known to man, or woman.  The golden lumps lining the stone walls begged her to speak to them, attached to the walls by thin threads of rock that seemed to say ‘tear here, please.’  One of them seemed to have a smiling face on its surface carved out by the elements in perfect precision.

“I know what you are,” Kathleen said to it, as she reached for its neck.

“So do I,” Gwen said, having just entered the cave behind her, catching her breath

“Shit!” Kathleen said as her hands met the smiling lump of rock, finding that it was more like mud, and a lot more aromatic.

“Detritus,” Gwen noted with a playful yet instructive smile.  “From him,” she continued, pointing to a bat above Kathleen’s head.  The rat-bird fixed its stare on the perfume-scented tangled mop of hair that kept accidently getting caught in branches ever since the exodus from Utopia, where ever hair on Kathleen head was expected to be perfectly-combed and fragrantly-washed.  “They can’t see shit, but they can smell fear,” ‘Professor’ Gwen noted. “As well as any horny man can pick up the aroma of Parisian perfume made in Fort Smith, Arkansas.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kathleen said, hoping that neither the bat nor Gwen could read her mind, and see the terrorizing thoughts about to take it over.  But Kathleen knew that whatever game she was in now, it was for keeps.  And that deception was the best way to scare away your enemies in the game of love, or your potential friends in the pursuit of wealth.    And if there was one thing Kathleen learned very well under Colonel Robinson’s gold-plated roof, and sweat-soaked naked body, it was deception.  

She put on the face of a bewitchine temptress, and spoke poetic jiberish from her seductive mouth in a language which Robinson and many men before him thought was an exotic tongue.  And as this bat seemed to be more male then female, perhaps the ruse would work.  By the time she reached the second stanza of the ‘Alorian’ poem, the bat was bowing his head to her, keeping his wings on his side.  

Gwen seemed impressed with Kathleen’s skills as a temptress of the flesh. The Indian Warrior seemed to respect Kathleen’s communication skills as a woman of spirit when she held out her finger and let the bat grab hold of it, and looked straight into its eyes.    Fear came into Gwen’s eyes when Kathleen said something to the bat that cajoled it into looking at the Redskinned Shamaness, then squeeking something that Gwen didn’t understand.    

“Yeah, the smell of fear,” Kathleen smiled.  “Or the smell of BAD magic?” she added with a confident smile.  
Kathleen felt proud of herself for converting her fear into effectiveness.  “Maybe I do have skills that can control any man, or any woman, I need to,” she thought to herself.  “Skills that go beyond selling bullshit to others that may be more real than bullshit,” she pondered as she seemed to be winning the battle of wits and wills with Gwen, the affections of Big Bear being the ultimate prize for the winner.

The bat brought both women to reality when it flapped its wings and gave out a terrifying scream, particularly when a bright light shone on it.  The source of that light was very two legged, and scary.  Terrifying to the bat into making a flight for its very life.  And sending the women into a desperation hug in which each held on to the other for dear life.

“This place smells…Rich,” Hans said as he came into view behind a blinding lantern.  “And is a lot richer,” Big Bear said as he led him, then the women, to what looked like a pile of bat shit.  Underneath it was a wooden chest.  Inside was something more valuable than any tree could produce, to most people’s way of thinking anyway.   

“Gold, silver, some diamonds,” Big Bear noted of the three-foot thick pile of shiny nuggets and rocks as he ran his fingers through them.  “They don’t have any practical use for any animals but are valued by people,” he lamented while looking at them with a sorrowful face.  

“And those coins!”  Hans said of the flat, symmetrical pieces of shiny metal, more fascinated with their inscriptions than mineral contents.  “I have travelled the world, sometimes by own choices and sometimes by other people’s choices, and I do not recognize writing on them.”

“Or the faces,” Kathleen said, her stare held hostage by their large, intelligent eyes and even larger, hairless heads.  “Which look---.”

“---More human than us,” Hans noted.  “From---“

“---Somewhere up there,” Big Bear said, pointing to the sky above the roof of the cave.  “Where, maybe,” he pondered, looking to Gwen.  “You came from?” he inquired desperately, and courageously.

Gwen smiled with a warmth and wisdom that neither Big Bear nor the two ‘normal’ earthlings with them had ever seen. “How you and I met, Big Bear. What brought us together, has a completely different explanation,” she said, sharing more thoughts with her eyes than she could ever do so with her mouth.

“Interesting,” Kathleen noted as she observed Big Bear and Gwen finally ‘talk’, in a conversation without words.  “Very interesting.”

“And scary,” Hans added.

“No, interesting,” Kathleen said.  “That she called him Big Bear, to his face, while looking into his eyes as an equal.”

“As all of us do at the time of facing death, or a battle that will define the rest of our lives, or the course of history,” Hans intuited.  “Which means---“

“---That we have to get all of these worthless rocks and minerals out of here, along with the coins, before the wrong people on this very wrong planet get hold of them?” Gwen said to the congregation, while looking at Big Bear.    

“Yeah,” he concluded, reluctantly.  “They aren’t ready for us, and we’re not ready for them,” he said as he looked at one of the images on the coins, then to a spot of oily dirt on the wall, which he cleaned away with his hand.  

“People from planets we don’t even know exist?” Hans said of the images of ships that flew in the sky, manned by humans who looked more like gods than people. “Who got here, or who left, in chariots which have engines that are fueled by freshly-mined gold rather than burning coal or petroleum?  The gods of the old world and new one?”   

“Gods who have their problems too, I suppose.  Very human problems. They need us as well as we need them, I suppose. Think, anyway.” Big Bear said, lost from this world and somehow found in another one.  “From what they seem to say to me.   In their own way.  In a language I don’t understand but can somehow feel whenever I come here.”

“With instructions that led you to this mountain?”  Kathleen asked, over-eager for the answer.

“With guard dogs that tear your brain as well as teeth apart? ”  Hans inquired, seeing the walls turning into bats with flapping wings and powerful agendas behind their non-visual eyes.    He headed their warning and fled the recesses of the cave for its well lit and escapable entrance.  The bats chose not to follow him, as there was no need to.
Big Bear looked at the image-covered walls, the gold-filled chest, then the sky above the cave wall.   “It was an accident that I found this place, or it found me,” Big Bear said, trying to connect the three of them.
“Just like it was an ‘accident’ that we found each other?”  Gwen reminded him, evoking a spiritual rather than extra-terrestrial perspective to the conversation.  

“And that you and me found each other, Big Bear?”  Kathleen interjected, with a far more human, and as Big Bear felt it, caring tone.

“And that if we don’t get out of here with what we got, now, we will all be sent to the great beyond,”  Hans said, pointing all three of his companions, having just run in from the well lit entrance to the cave.  “Three riders approaching with more weapons than we still have.”
“One of those weapons being an Indian who rides like a White man and who has eyes of a demon?”  Gwen asked.

“Yes,” Hans said.

“Growling Wolf,” Big Bear concluded.  
“Possessed by something a lot more powerful than the magic any of us have,” Gwen said. 

 “Manipulative cruelty,” Big Bear noted.

“And long range guns,” Hans said as Kathleen tended to his wounds.  “That killed their last Pacifist!”  he continued, grabbing hold of Big Bear’s spare revolver, then a scattergun the quartet had picked up in one of the liberation raids.  Anger raged behind his eyes, replacing all reason, but implanting something perhaps more powerful---Purpose.  “I keep them here, all of you go.  And take the gold with you. All of it.  The world needs freedom valuing rulers, and he who has the gold makes the rules.”

“Have you every killed a man?”  Big Bear asked him?

Han turns around, pointing the business end of the revolver at Big Bear, the scatter gun at the two women.  “I’ll kill any of you that don’t ride out of here, right now!” he growled.  

“That doesn’t make sense,” Kathleen reminded Hans.

Hans lowered his angry eyes, but not his aim. 

“With the avalanches I started, it will take them an two hours locate us and get here,” Gwen said to Big Bear. “  

“I said go now!”  Hans screamed out, firing a warning shot two inches in front of Big Bear’s feet.   It made Big Bear flinch. It made the mountain rumble. It also made an echoing sound that found its way to the cave entrance.
“We now half HALF an hour to get out of here,” Gwen said, calmly.

“ALL of us!” Big Bear growled at Hans as he took the smoking revolver from his right hand, then cajoled the scatter gun from his shaking left arm.

CHAPTER

Robinson was angry.  But not at Big Bear for stealing his woman, demoralizing his town, and slapping his old ways into the path of the New World he felt called to create.  No, he was angry at the mountain.  How it seemed to laugh at him by making his eyes see where he wanted to go like it was right in front of him, but making him take a long time getting there.  Particularly when the only effective route up was one that could not be seen from above.  Still, he pushed his horse into a brisk trot, and when that steed was too lame to continue, he cut its throat and got on top of Growling Bear’s horse, leaving the scout to make his way up on foot.  
“It doesn’t make any sense to go on,” Achillies warned  Robinson as his  horse started to stumble more than stride.  “They are four, and we are three..”

“Robinson turned around and aimed the business end of his most valued gun at Achillie’s head.  “Do that arithmetic again, boy!” he demanded.  “With this gun---“

“---you can shoot twenty rounds a minute, but only at close range,” Achillies said regarding the new weapon developed by Robinson’s friends in England, which the Colonel was determined to keep in his own arsenal, sharing it with no one, even pro-slaver and professional soldier Robert E Lee.  “And if you fire one of those rounds at me, you’ll get another one shot from on top of that mountain straight into your head.” He pointed out.

“Shhh!” Growling Wolf said from his position in front of the trio, feeling the ground for what was ahead of him. He  listening to the wind to see if it would deliver any other scents as to where the prey was.  “This way,” he said with his fingers, and showed with his feet.  Feet that moved faster than the horses, that left Robinson and Achillies alone, then to a fork in the trail, no human footprints on any of them.
“Where did he go?”  Robinson barked out.

“Up there?”  Achillies said, pointing upwards.

“To the sky, like a bird?”  Robinson growled back.  “His magic is powerful enough, but he’s not that good.”

“Or maybe he is?” Achillies smiled.  He smirked, then chuckled, then laughed.  Then he faced the sky, connecting to something in it, or maybe beyond it.  A rock shot down from above, hitting him in the head, landing him on the ground.  He lay on the hard dirt, a smile of ironic accomplishment on his face.   Around his pitch black face was a pale aura. 

Robinson tethered his horse to the most solid piece of tree he could find and rushed over to his old friend.  “You can’t die!” he pleaded with him.  “We’re going to be rich together!”  he grunted. “Come on, Nigger!  Master Robinson is commanding you to get your ass up and get on that horse!”

“And  Servant Scum requests that you put your hands up in the air and put on this bracklets,”  Robinson heard from behind him from a voice that sounded familiar. 
 “Hans Muller?” he said as he turned around to face the part time German doctor turned full time miner, for reasons he could never figure out. “Time for us to both get rich, if you have the courage to do so,” he smiled at the youth who had a rifle pointed at his chest.   A young idealist who was now becoming an older realist.  But not yet versed in the hard rules of reality, by the way his trigger finger trembled, and a stare directed behind his eyes as much as in front of them.  “You know, there is one thing about freedom that’s not free.  It costs money to get, and even more money to keep.  And the best of idealogical friends make the worst business partners.  But if, say, you and me, we can work an arrangement, between us---.”
Robinson’s words were halted by a sudden pain in his gut, delivered by the butt of Hans’ rifle.  He doubled over, then felt the Pacifist’s bootheel kick him to the ground.  Then he felt ropes going around his wrists, tied so tight that he could feel them down to his bones.   Muller pulled him over his shoulder and slapped him atop the back of Achillies’ horse.
“What about my friend?”  Robinson said regarding Achillies. “Who still may be---“\

Before Robinson could find a poetic or practical word for ‘alive’, a bullet from Hans gun finished off what was left of the Negroid Herclean Philosopher.   And from the look on Hans’ face, he seemed to enjoy it.

“I am impressed,” Robinson answered from atop the saddle as Hans pulled the horse forward, then attached the lead line to a steed of his own which he pulled out of the bushes.  “You have become a man!  The kind your father would be proud of!”  Robinson continued.

By the blank look in Hans’ now dead eyes, the Colonel was right. Indeed he struck a nerve. To celebrate the moment, he sang Beethoven’s  Ode To Joy, in broken German and English.   Hans didn’t join in, each verse of the Life Affirming song reminding the lad that he was now dead inside.  “It’s a good start,” Robinson smiled, a plan to destroy his other enemies up the mountain brewing in his head.  “Gold makes people mad,” he thought. “And madness is a skill which only few can wield into effectiveness,” he concluded, having been proven right on that credo by more dead enemies than Hans, Big Bear, Gwen and Kathleen combined ever know.  

CHAPTER   
Big Bear re-secured two of the loosened sacs of shimmering minerals and gold-plated coins into the wagon back into place on the overloaded four wheeler wagon, stopping the horses for a well needed rest.  He then hammered down the already bulging flap of canvas over its restored frame, taking care to be sure that no light could come in through it.  He pulled himself up on a limb of the overlying tree branch and swung up onto a rock.  From there, he pulled his freshly-cleaned long range rifle from the stabbord of his dirt-stained saddle, took aim at rustling in the bushes to the West, and locked himself into such stillness that he couldn’t even hear himself breath.

“What are you waiting for?”  Kathleen asked him, holding onto his waist for dear life as every part of her frail, bruised and now scantily clad body shook in terror.  

“For Hans,”  Gwen said, through a series of coughs that sounded deeper with each breath “Who is coming in from the other direction.  East.”
“After making you think I was coming in from the West,” Hans said proudly.   “After tricking you all with a spring I set in motion to the East,” he smiled as he tethered his horse.
“Maybe after tricking TWO of us,” Gwen smiled at Hans, pointing to Kathleen and Big Bear.   Big Bear noticed that Gwen was paler than usual, and that the sputum coming out of her mouth was now bright red.  “I’m alright,” she said as she pushed herself up on her two feet, took three bold steps forward, then fell to the ground, blowing up a cloud of dust with a body taken over by seizures.  Hans rushed over to her, quickly tying a leather strap between her teeth.    

Big Bear ran in with a medical kit stolen from one of the raid, pulled out his medicine bag and pulled out a vial of red powder that worked on the shakes before, and poured out two spoonfuls of it.  “No,” Kathleen said to him as he was about to push it into Gwen’s shaking mouth.  “One spoonful of this,” she said regarding the power.  “And two swallows of this,” she continued, regarding a small bottle of something she whipped out from her garter.  

“Doc?”  Big Bear asked of Hans, whose paws were busy enough holding Gwen down.  

“Did it work before?”  he asked.

“Yes,” Kathleen and Big Bear replied, in unison.

“Then do it again,” he commanded.  “But be sure it goes into her stomach and not her lungs.

One spoonful and two swallows later, Gwen returned from the land of the shakes, her body belonging to herself again and not the demons.  “What happened?” she asked Big Bear upon after re-entering the world of the living.

“Hans brought us a present,” Big Bear told her with a smile, gazing at the cargo atop Hans second pack horse, a welcome addition to the herd.

“A problem,” Kathleen said, more terrified of Robinson than ever, despite the fact that he was hogtied and gagged.

“An opportunity,” Hans pointed out.  “For you, Big Bear, to sell as a slave, or meat, to the first tribe of free people we find.”

“An interesting proposition,” Big Bear pointed out.  “After he enslaved and ate them.”

“An opportunity for you, Gwen, to study the pathophysiology of evil,” Hans continued.  “A classic case.”

“True enough,” Gwen said as she seemed to see the devil himself behind Robinson’s eyes, as not only an intruder, but a welcomed guest.

“And for you,” Hans said to a terrified Kathleen, whose eyes were held hostage by Robinson’s demonic stare.   He moved as close as he could to her, pulled a knife out of his newly-acquired and multi-weaponed gun belt, and bowed to her.  “You to do him whatever you need to with this blade.  And want to.   Take off whatever part of him he values most.  And pleases you most.”  He placed her fingers gently over the handle of the buffalo skinner.

“Any part of him?”  Kathleen asked as her fingers slowly contracted into a firm, then assertive, then angry grip on the knife handle. “Any part that he values most, and pleases me most?”  She continued as it was her turn to shoot fire from her eyes, and Robinson’s turn to burn in terror.  She eyes him up and down, not missing a single part of his shaking body. 
“Any part of him,” Hans smirked, possessed by a rage Big Bear had never seen in him.  “Even that stick between his legs that’s sprouting out urine right now.  Or you can make him do whatever YOU want.”    

“He was going to cut off my hair, breasts, and ears if I didn’t do what he wanted,”  Kathleen said.  “Like he did to some of the girls who came out here with me,” she grunted.
“And probably more of the women, and children who were out  here already,” Gwen related.  “Including Bitching Crow, no doubt.”

Big Bear didn’t know why Gwen knew so much about Bitching Crow’s fate, but she seemed to know about so many others who were ‘expendable sacrifices’ for his model of a self-made, all powerful America.   Everyone around Big Bear seemed to be going mad.  Maybe he was as well, particularly as he reflected on the decision he had made prior to sending Hans out to block access to any pursuers.

“Did you put the dynamite where I asked you to?”   Big Bear asked Hans.

“As ordered to, Sir,” the Pacifist Scholar who refused to put on a uniform for any army said as a career soldier.  A man possessed by the thrill of the kill.  And, worse, one who would never shake it, as evidenced by the third leg Hans was sprouting between his own legs as he whipped out his revolver and placed it into Robinson’s mouth.
“Go ahead, fire!”  Gwen said with what felt like her last breaths, looking towards Hans, who hesitated.

“A good idea, and necessary,” Big Bear replied, after which he quickly aimed his long range rifle back at the mountain.  Three well placed shots later, three explosions closed the entrance to the caves, burying any access to them except for bird which could fly, or perhaps higher species of men who could fly.   “All according to plan?”  Big Bear asked Gwen.
“That, and everything else according to plan,” she said to Big Bear as she let her buttocks fall on to a rock. “All of it good, and  necessary, Big Bear,” she smiled as she let her spine, then neck give way to gravity. “Who knows how valuable and dangerous  this cargo is,” she said of the wagonload of gold, in Lakota.  
Big Bear rushed to her aid, along with Hans, then Kathleen.  She requested that they all stay away from her as she sang her death song.  At the conclusion of it, she looked at all three of them, saying in English, Lakota, then German.  “Take care of each other, if you dare to.  It is dangerous to care, but necessary.”

With that she breathed her last, and a smile came upon her face.  Her pale complexion turned white, then illuminated.  Big Bear, who had always felt but never seen manifestations of the Beyond Realm, could he could see, feel and even smell Gwen’s spirit.  He felt united with it, more than he had ever been united with anyone else.  He reached out for her spirit as it rose up from her now lifeless body, but he felt pushed away.  “Not yet”, his inner ear could hear.  “Heaven watches, earth works.  This earth anyway,” her mouth said to him as she vanished into the ethers.  

“What kind of work?”  Big Bear shouted out to the sky as the Light in front of his now opened inner eye turned into plain blue, a beautiful enough tone to those who were contented with what physical eyes could see in the physical world. “What do I do now?” he asked looking up to the sky.  Thinking that the ‘Good Lord’, or Great Spirit was having a good laugh at his expense, he looked down to the ground.  There, in the dirt, lay his wedding ring.  The one that he had kept in his pocket, and kept giving to one woman after another.  In the dirt appeared an arrow.  Maybe it was an arrow of light, or maybe an arrow of real dirt. In any case, it pointed to Kathleen.

Big Bear looked her way, seeing that she was still imagining what to do with Robinson.  “We should kill him, you know,” Hans said to Big Bear.

“No!” Big Bear replied.  “She should kill him. IF she wants to.  A wedding gift,”  Big Bear continued.  He tossed the ring to Hans, who offered it to Kathleen.

Kathleen looked at the overused wedding ring that had been Big Bear’s curse and blessing.  A smile came to her face.  It was as if the spirit of Gwen had come into Kathleen and driven away the demons, leaving behind someone who was somehow the combination of both of his most recent, and final, lovers. Indeed, one of Kathleen’s blue eyes acquired a shade of brown that was identical to that of Gwen’s ocular portholes.  And from her lips, came an even bigger grin, one possessed by nothing but Life.

“I take that as a ‘yes’?”  Big Bear asked, terrified of the ‘Gwen’ part of Kathleen giving him a grey answer to a black and white inquiry.

The woman, and women, in front of Big Bear’s eyes nodded ‘yes’.    He nodded ‘yes’ back. It was one of those moments that every man lives for, and every woman works on a man a lifetime to get.

“I now pronounce you man and wife, or whatever you two want to be,” Hans said as he jumped on the buckboard of the wagon.  “But we have to get out of here.  Fast.”  He pointed to a trail of dust going around the base of the mountain.  “Someone must have been following Robinson.   Lots of ‘someones’ from the look of all that dust.”  

“After I kill him,” Kathleen said regarding Robinson.  “And give you both cover,” she continued, whipping out two revolvers from what was left of Gwen’s body.  The all White Irish-born woman  twirled around her fingers more artistically than the Redskinned Shameness ever did.

Hans and Big Bear looked at each other, giving the idea careful consideration.

“I’ll take that as a yes then,” Kathleen said, reading the most optimistic and welcomed thoughts of the two men.  “I saw the map Gwen drew of the escape route by horse, and have enough explosives to close them behind me.  And I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“Make it quick and fast,” Big Bear said as he adjusted the harnesses on the horses attaching them to the wagon, then taking his place as shotgun on the buckboard.

“Or slow and painful,” Hans added as he jumped atop the buckboard, taking the reins into his now firm, battletested and soon—to-be-bloodied hands.

“But most of all quiet!”  Big Bear commanded in a loud whisper.    

Hans and Kathleen agreed.   

“That ok with you Colonel, Sir?” Big Bear asked Robinson as he saw even more fear in his eyes, and smelled manure coming out of his ass.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Hans smiled.  He prodded the horses to move the wagon of riches designated to buy freedom for whoever needed it. And, this time, those who deserved it most and could use it most effectively.

Big Bear was confident of the escape route, for the gold as well as his two comrades.  As the horses’ hoofs moved the overloaded wagon swiftly and quietly on the very real ground, he considered what had happened in the air, and the ethers.  And beyond the clouds as well.  He had finally visited those places. Maybe in his imagination, or maybe in reality.  It didn’t matter, in any case, as Big Bear had been handed his assignment.  “Heaven watches, earth works”  And there was still a lot of earth work to be done.
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The road down the mountain was not as scary as the climb up.  Actually, to Hans, the mountain looked more like a hill.  Or maybe it was the route Big Bear had told him to take, which felt more like a circle than a straight line.  But that circle did lead him to a plateau which was flat as a Bavarian potato pancake.  And as for the cloud of dust following them, it disappeared as dramatically as it manifested itself.  Who or what was at the head of that cloud of dust was as mysterious to Hans as the reasons why the mountain did exactly what Gwen and Big Bear told it to do.  Though by the bumps in the escape route that nearly cracked the four wheeled wagon into two one axel carts, maybe Big Bear and Hans asked too much of the mountain, and it was reminding them to take his place in the valley like the rest of the mortals in the species that he did belong to, whether he liked it or not.
At Big Bear’s unspoken command, Hans brought the horses to a well-deserved halt at the banks of a rapidly moving creek that felt like it wanted to become a river.  “We rest here,” the small-framed mountain man said as if he was a bigger, and more prophetic one.

“And what about Kathleen?” Hans inquired.  “You said she was supposed to meet us three observation posts ago.”
“She’ll be here,” Big Bear insisted as he looked around him, his eye following the sensor at the business end of his rifle. “She’s stronger and smarter than she looks, and it would be arrogant to keep worrying about her,” he continued, on the verge of letting anxiety turn into fear, hopefulness into prayer.  Indeed, Hans could hear him mutter prayers to the Great Spirit of his adulthood as well as the Lord God of his youth.

“You really love her, don’t you?”  Hans asked him, thinking about his own agenda, and perhaps Big Bear’s as well.  
“Yeah, I think I do,” Big Bear said as he splashed his face with the cold water, scraping off three layers of dirt that accumulated within a faceful of hair that had grown from stubble into a beard. “No, I KNOW I do.”

“Why?” Hans inquired, stroking the thin whiskers on his own mostly hairless chin.

“Why do I know I love her!” Big Bear countered, putting claim before proof or self-examination..  “Because I just…know it.”

“What kind of love?”  Hans pressed. “Eros, love of body.  Philos, love of a common social cause.  Or Agape, love of spirit?”

“A combination of those, I think,” Big Bear replied, having never quite considered the issue so compartmentally.  

“If you think so, you do not know so, my friend,” the blonde-haired young German informed his grey-going-on-white haired Comrade, as he put his hairless hand on Big Bear’s hairy shoulder.   The shaking shoulder of Hans’ brother in Common Cause and, if he had it his way, and the world would allow it, lover.  Lover in Philos, Agape and Eros. But Hans knew all too well that liberating oppressed workers from their Capitalist Yankee bosses, and black slaves from their Southern Masters would have to take place before those who loved within the same gender would be free to express that Passion.  

Big Bear responded to Hans’ assuring hand with a smile delivered to the river, the mountain then finally to Hans himself. “You’re a good man,” Big Bear said to him. “An intelligent man and a compassionate man.”

“But not a brave one,” Hans replied, thinking to himself why he hadn’t offered his heart to Big Bear in the ways that he wanted to, and maybe needed to.

“Bravery, if it’s real, is never something you take pride in,” Big Bear said as he got up, looked around, pointing Hans in the direction of a rumbling in the bushes that was not supposed to be there.  “It’s something that I suppose happens to you when you do what you have to do to go forward because you’re too scared to go backwards, or know that as painful as forward is, backwards is a direction that hurts even more,” he continued as he pretended to take a drink from the soft cider jug on the buckboard of the wagon, inserting the barrel of his revolver into it, towards the source of the ruffling which now sounded more human.  “Und eine klug Mench immer seht ins alles Richtungen, ya?”

“Ya, indeed,” Hans replied to Big Bear’s grammatically incorrect and poorly pronounced German translation of  ‘a smart man always knows what’s going on around him.’  Indeed, it was something that Big Bear seldom did himself with regard to people, given his history with women, but it applied now.  

Hans went through the motions of retrieving two pots from the wagon, making his way to the left flank of the disruption, while Big Bear made his way to the right.   Whoever and whatever was in there seemed smaller than initially envisioned.  “Maybe it’s an injured jack rabbit who broke its leg after coming out of his hole,” Hans considered.  “Or a bird, fallen from a tree branch. Or one of those men who can fly in ships fueled by gold that flew above the clouds, missing the fueling station because the landmarks had been altered by earthbound mortals,” he contemplated with a hopeful, and playful smile.  


Hans broke into song, a Bavarian drinking tune that every piano player and whiskey-loving cattle drover in Texas knew.   Big Bear joined in.  The intruder quieted down as the singing got louder.  On the agreed upon count of ten, Hans and Big Bear assaulted the intruder from both sides, prepared to string him up by his testicals if he didn’t tell them everything he knew about the gold, the mountain, and themselves.  But such was not possible, anatomically anyway.

“You have to get out of here,” Kathleen warned them, her dress torn to shreds, her face beaten, her eyes defeated .  “Now, before the Colonel gets here.  Before he does to you what he did to me….again.” Tears ran down her blood soaked cheeks.  She shook like Hans had never seen before.  Big Bear took her in her arms while Hans took arms against anyone to her right, then left, till he turned to her and saw Robinson’s pistol aimed at his head, and Growling Wolf’s knife on Big Bear’s throat.   Kathleen smiled at Hans, then at Big Bear. Then she lovingly kissed Robinson on the lips, with Philos, Agape and Eros.  
“She’s mine now,” Robinson said by way of explanation as he appeared behind her on a horse overloaded with scalps, all of the Lakota by the looks of the beads and regalia still interwoven into them.   Behind him was Growling Wolf, sporting a long cape fashioned from the scalps of his own people, as well as a few of his Blackfoot enemies.  “And Kathleen always has been mine,” he continued as he grabbed Hans’ gun and tossed it into the river.  “Isn’t that right, darling?” he asked Kathleen.

“Yes,” she replied.  

“And you two are mine too, under my employment plan,” Robinson continued as he retrieved a cigar with his non-shooting hand and put it into his mouth.  “And my first request is for you, Doctor Muller, to light my cigar.”

“That’s your whore’s job!” he barked back, referring to Kathleen.   

“Said as a smart man, in more ways than one,” Robinson answered. “Darling?” he said to Kathleen. “Would you do the honors?”
 Kathleen lit the Colonel’s cigar in the manner of a well-schooled Southern Belle, then punched Big Bear in the belly like a seasoned-trained boxer.  Growling Wolf was impressed with her skill.  Robinson was pleased with how she made Big Bear bow his head to an adversary.  

“Well done, darling,” Robinson said as he saw Big Bear double over with the first punch, then fall to the ground, his face in the dirt with a second then third belt to the belly.  “Ironic poetics.  The Nature-worshiping fool is getting back to the earth!   Kissing the ground!”

“And eating dirt,” Kathleen offered as she pressed her bootheels into his back, pressing him onto then into the soft ground.

“A good one, Darlin’!”  Robinson bellowed. “A woman’s supposed to laugh at a man’s jokes, but a woman who can make a joke, well that’s a rare kind of woman indeed.”

“And what kind of man are you?”  Hans growled at Robinson as the now very disillusioned German idealist felt Growling Bear tying his hands behind his back.  “I am not afraid to die, you know.”
“You KNOW, or you THINK you know?”  Robinson smirked.  

Hans held his reply inside a mouth gone salty, and a throat that thankfully tightened enough to keep the breath inside of him.  

“So I thought, and know,” the Colonel concluded.  “And as for where the rest of that gold is kept in that mountain.”

“It belongs to the gods now,” Hans grunted back.

“Poetically put, but, in the non-poetic world, everybody talks,” Robinson countered.  “Which will include you telling me where the rest of Big Bear’s fortune really is.  And which did include  me finding out why you were asked to leave three towns, even though you were the best doctor they could find.”

Hans wondered why and how Robinson knew his best kept secret.  And the reason why he signed on to be a common miner in Utopia after having been in much higher social positions elsewhere.
“A doctor never tells his patients what he really feels about them, even at the time of dying,” Robinson said by way of explanation.  “And always keeps his opinions about what love is, or could be, to himself.”  He turned to Kathleen, beating Big Bear to a pulp. “And speaking of love.  It looks like your beloved has found a wife who gives him what he really wants, and thinks he deserves.”

Robinson chuckled, then laughed.  “It’s funny! Laugh with me, Hans!  Hans, my new partner in business.  Business that can give you enough money to buy your own country in which you can buy Liberation for, say, any 10,000 people you want!  So they can do anything they want!   Liberation costs money, and with me as king, and you as Prince, or if you prefer, Princess.”

Hans allowed his brain to envision Robinson’s offer.  And the chance to be a Philosopher King, or Queen, of his own Utopia.  One based on Plato’s Republic perhaps. Or the kind of Revolution back in 1848 that Hans’ father died for, and Hans ran away from when the going got rough   Just as he felt the demon inside of him put on the guise of an angel, Hans was awakened to a real event in the real world.  It started with a gunshot, fired from a small handled revolver in Big Bear’s hands, the bullet landing into Robinson’s chest.

“And the second one if from me,” Kathleen grunted, firing another round into his groind. “And the third and the fourth!” she continued as she emptied the chamber of the revolver into Robinson’s knee, then head.

“So,” Big Bear said to a quivering Kathleen as she stood over Robinson’s dead body.  “What he said about you wasn’t true after all.”

“No, it actually was,” she replied.  “All of it.”

“So why the hell did you sneak that revolver to me while you were kicking the shit out of me?”  Big Bear asked.

“I don’t know,” she said with a prophetic voice.  “But I’ll soon find out.”  With that, she placed the revolver into her mouth and pulled the trigger. 
“No!” Big Bear screamed as Kathleen’s dead body fell into his arms. “No!!!”

“Yes,” a voice replied from behind Hans’ back.  “Yes,” Growling Wolf smiled from atop the buckboard of the gold and coin loaded wagon as he galloped hitched horses forward, leaving a cloud of red dust behind him. From that fog, he fired three more shots at the feet of the  rest of the horses in camp, sending them off at a full gallop in different directions.  

Hans took aim at Growling Wolf with Big Bear’s long range rifle, but when he aimed, his painful eyes saw illusion as well as reality. There were three Growling Wolves to shoot as the red fog cleared.   Two of the bullets hit their mark, but the third, which apparently was the real Growling Wolf, missed.

Hans fumed with anger as Growling Wolf and the biggest load of gold any White or Redman had ever transported disappear into the horizon.  “At least he didn’t shoot our riding horses,” he said to Big Bear.

“That’s because he wants us to ride into his trap,” Big Bear noted.  “Which we will do, after we  give Kathleen a burial so she goes to Heaven.  And let the vultures carry Robinson’s carcass  to hell!” he grunted.

Hans didn’t have to ask Big Bear what the next thing to do was.  Hans knew it was his job to go find the horses, and that it was his trusted Comrade’s task to be Kathleen’s lawyer with regard to her trial in Purgatory.   And that if Growling Wolf was not found fast, he would become the next Colonel Robinson.  A lethal hybrid of the worst elements of being White and Indian who was armed with magical powers as well as a cunning mind for business.

CHAPTER

It was the kind of canyon in which a man would be lost without a compass, and even if he had one, which Big Bear did, the devise’s arrow would point in any direction the wind told it to.  As for who was commanding the Wind, it was none other than Growling Wolf, who left wagon tracks so deep that trickles of water from the high hills were trying to convert them into creeks.  Then the tracks ended, leaving nothing ahead except walls of barren rock that mirrored the sun so strongly that it seemed that the daytime star above was in three places at ones.  As for animal life, Big Bear could neither hear nor see anything, despite the ample vegetation and water to sustain those four legged souls.  But there was one animal who was surely here, his presence echoing in the Silence which had an evil echo to it.

“So, what do we do now?”  Hans asked Big Bear from atop his horse, armed to the teeth and ready to do whatever was needed to even the score with Growling Wolf.  And with enough gold fever in his possessed stare to make him an effective tool in retrieving the gold which the mountain entrusted to Big Bear, allowing him to share it with one other person only.  A ‘deal’ he had perceived a long time ago when he accidently stumbled on it while in search of a Vision to see the world as it really was, and the Power to make it what it should be.  “I’m waiting,”  Hans continued, tapping the horn of the saddle with his palm impatiently.

“So is he,” Big Bear said as he dismounted, looking for footprints or wagon tracks, then smelling for them.  The odor led him ahead and to the left, then to a visual confirmation of moccasins prints on the lichen covering a series of rocks leading the darkest part of the canyon. Then to something in his head that made his brain feel lighter, then bigger, making his eyes see things in the dark that seemed unreal.  

“What’s up there?” Hans asked.  

“Something that wants us to follow,” Big Bear answered, feeling drawn to the flashes of light that took on human form in an instant, then disappeared into the blackness a few seconds later.   “Yeah, something wants to have a powwow with us.”

“You mean someONE wants to have a shootout with us, with us being shot out of our saddles, and bodies,” Hans interjected.  He pulled out his repeater rifle and shot into the darkness.  “There, I got him first,” he boasted.
“Or told him where we were,” Big Bear noted.

“Sorry, I…”  Hans said, as he oscillated back into reason and sanity.  He sniffed the air, finding it odd. “Something in the air here, smells.”

“Minty?” Hans heard from behind him.  As quickly as his ears perceived Growling Wolf’s voice, the once ‘think-before-you-talk’ German expatriate shot two rounds at the Indian.  But the only thing he shot was air, and rock so hard that the bullets richosheed back at Hans, searing open a slice of skin in his horse’s neck, despite the animal-loving rancher-doctor’s attempt to shield the animal from it.   

“Minty,” the real Growling Wolf said as he walked out of what seemed like solid rock, holding a plant in one hand and a lady’s perfume bottle in the other. “Which maybe smells familiar?” he asked his mounted visitors, offering them a whiff of both of them.

“Where’s the gold and money that rightfully belongs to the Liberation Revolution!?” Hans demanded to know, aiming his gun directly at Growling Wolf’s very real, single head.  

“He means, that minerals and coins that belong to the mountain, and the visitors to it that came before I did,”  Big Bear calmly stated.  
“I don’t work with stupid partners,” Growling Wolf said to Big Bear in Lakota the mocassined, still-long-haired cultural hybrid flicked the dust off his Plantation-owner white trousers, then adjusted the lapel on his matching coat, and underlying silk white shirt.  “Tell your friend here to smell this bottle and this plant and tell me where he recognizes it from. Particularly a doctor who knows shit about medicine,” he continued as he face seemed whiter than normal, maybe a trick the sun was playing on Big Bear’s eyes, or maybe a magic spell the multi-talented Shamen was using on himself.    
Big Bear translated the Paleface-Indian’s request to Hans.  The upstart Revolutionary consented to it.  “It’s minty….the plant,” he said.  “And the bottle smells like----”  Hans eyes opened wide, as did Big Bear’s mind..

“---Realization,” Big Bear interjected.  “The ointment that miraculously healed Gwen’s wounds.”

“And the elixer that made her seizures disappear,” Hans noted.  “Like magic.  Dark magic.”

“That killed her!”  Big Bear growled, putting out his revolver and pointing it at Growling Wolf’s head.  

“Kathleen killed her,” Growling Wolf noted, with a cordial and friendly smile, relating such in English that got more fluent and accent-less with every word.  “She was the one who by coincidence had them with her when she escaped Colonel Johnson to be with you, Little Cub.”

“Only Gwen is allowed to call me that!”  Big Bear grunted.

“WAS allowed to call you that,” Growling Wolf replied.  He looked to the sky as if it was his friend, then to the rocks as if they were his comrades, then to a snake slithering on the ground in front of Big Bear’s horse as if the creature was his brother.  “Just like Gwen, or whatever her name really was, was allowed to meet and fall in like with you.”

“Love,”  Big Bear said, afterwhich he shot the snake straight between the eyes.  “She was in love with me, and I was in love with her.”

“But what kind of love?”  Growling Wolf asked.  “Love of spirit, love of body or love of common cause.”

Big Bear was not sure how the elusive Indian who seemed so simple in past years had become so complicated now.   The only thing Growling Wolf was good at when Big Bear had first formed a bondship with his tribe was to complain about how he could do everyone else’s job better than they could, a claim that he could never deliver on.  From hunting, to marksmanship, to catching horses, and, most notably, to making women love him, or even like him.  In actual fact, Big Bear was Growling Wolf’s only real friend in the tribe, when all was said and done.  “What happened to you?”  Big Bear asked the man who he once considered a friendly rival, and a friend.  “Why did you sell out your own people?”

“Why did you leave yours?” Growling Wolf asked.  

Big Bear had no answer.  It certainly was not for the gold which the mountains could provide for him.  Indeed, when he discovered gold, he chose to give it away, buying for himself no creature comforts for himself.  But, to be honest, Big Bear did enjoy being a king.  The king of liberation revolts that got people out of slavery. And the rescuer of women who were fleeing bad men.  A selfish pleasure that he, up till now, considered a selfless Passion.  

“I’m waiting to hear why you left your people, Little Cub,” Growling Wolf pressed.   

“So am I?”  Hans added.  “He never talks much about himself,” the German expatriate said to Growling Wolf.

“But he lets everyone else talk big about him,” the white-suited Shamen with the black heart noted, accurately, with a friendly smile.

“Enough talk!”  Big Bear said, noting that the Growling Wolf seemed better at charming idealistic German Revolutionaries than snakes.  “You tell me where you hid the gold, or I’ll---”

“---Shoot me?”  Growling Wolf replied.  

“What do you want, Growling Wolf?” Hans asked .

“For you to fight me, kill me, and enjoy it,” he smiled back.

“That’s crazy!”  Hans said.   

“It’s necessary,” Growling Wolf replied. “A girl is not a real woman until she has a child who gives her grief in later life, and a boy is not a man till he kills another man who visits him in his nightmares every night.”

“That’s madness,” Hans spat back.

“And accurate,” Big Bear related, an entire volume of personal stories of his own behind his eyes that he found himself revisiting, yet again.  

“I’ve killed a man!”  Hans protested. “Achillies!”
“Who was dead before you even pulled the trigger,” Growling Wolf noted.  

“And you know this because…”  Hans inquired.

“He killed him,” Big Bear surmised.  “My former friend here killed Achillies so he could get his share of the gold.  And let Kathleen kill Robinson so he could get the rest of it.”

“The way of the world,” Growling Wolf said. “The White world, which you munios’ inflicted on us.”

“What’s a munios?”  Hans asked.

“He who has gone mad in the pursuit of money,” Big Bear replied.

“And the pleasure of telling Hans where the gold is, at the time of dying,” Growling Wolf said.  “His dying, or mine.”

“Which is a fair enough deal,” Hans said to Big Bear as he dismounted his horse.  “As long as you, Little Cub, keep the People’s Revolution going.”  He threw down his gunbelt, whipping out a knife from his its sheath. “And as long as there is only one of you to fight, Growling Wolf.”

Big Bear didn’t know why, but he was sure that Growling Wolf would honor his word.  Besides, there was no choice in the matter.  Gold could make any mortal a god, and even the darkest Shamen had to pay tribute to some god or another.  If Hans won, the forces of good would be given godlike powers.  If he lost, Big Bear and Growling Wolf would split the gold, and the world would keep going as it was with good and evil equally armed.  It wasn’t logical, but it made sense.  As did what Growling Wolf did next when he crouched down and picked up a handful of brown dirt, which turned into blue dust after he squeezed it into his palm.  When he opened it, the blue hue fluoresced with a light as bright as the sun and as beautiful as the moon.

“This is an offering to my gods, your God and whatever Spirit those visitors from other worlds aspire to become,” the white-suited Redman Shamen said as he lifted it up to the sky in front of his eyes, portholes which changed color each time he blinked. Particularly as Big Bear saw it when the Shamen blew some of the blue dust his way.

“It’s the power of suggestion,” Big Bear thought to himself.  “Whatever images of this magician I have is in my own head,” he continued to think, and try to believe.  But the images took over reality, allowing Big Bear to see two shadows in front of him rather than two men.  Both looked and smelled identical.
One of the shadows tied a rope around his waist, giving the other end to his opponent. The other tied the rope to his waist as well. Each picked up a buffalo knife, the reflection of which made them seem like lightning bolts.  The bolts clashed with each other in a violent storm that was as beautiful as it was deadly.  With with flash and slash, a drop of red rain fell from the shadows, which now appeared as clouds.  Grunts of anger replaced flinches of fear.  Then the grunts became battlecries.   Who was winning the war, Big Bear did not know, and each time he tried to barge into the lightening storm, the soles of his moccasin-boots were pulled into the earth below him.  Badlands quicksands, he surmised as he yanked himself back behind the circle of mud hungry to devour whoever dared into it, while the two titans continued their dance of elegant and deadly combat.    
“Hans’ father would be proud,” Big Bear pondered as he saw the smaller shadowman stand up taller and attack the larger one as many times as he was assaulted. “And mine would be ashamed of me,” said the Mountain Man who prided himself on taking on every adversary himself, asking no one to do anything he wouldn’t do.  Said as a spectator to this winner take all battle in which he was now terrified of entering.  Maybe because of the quicksand that would drown his body in liquid mud en route to the inside of the circle it was forming.  Or maybe because he really was afraid of losing his life to the blade of a buffalo knife that went into a painful and needed part of him.  He had, for better or worse, never been wounded in any battle other than a few flesh wounds, none of which ever needed stitches.   Like a horseman who had never been tossed of a saddle, he was now afraid of the ride.  A ride which could not only remove his soul from his life-weary body, but send that soul to the depths of hell for the multiple transgressions he did while on earth.  Those transgressions very much including not doing as much with the body, mind and brain his soul was given to use for the causes of Good.  And for being stupid enough to let people of lesser virtue, particularly the women who he had considered of high virtue, divert him from his real Path, Destiny and Life Mission. 

  There were, to be accurate about it, many winner take all battles in the war that was Big Bear’s life after he decided to leave the comforts of the East for the challenges of the West.  And it was unclear what each of those battles were about.  But this one he was sure of.  The real prize appeared before his blurry eyes.
“Little Cub, come here,” an apparition that looked like Bitching Crow and sounded like Gwen said to him.  “Come here, and take this,” it continued, offering him a spear from the hands of a dying body that resembled Stalking Elk in his younger days, in full Lakota regalia  

The spear was blinding to the eye, and hot to the touch.  Hotter than any fire Big Bear had accidently stuck his hands into while trying to retrieve a piece of meat that one of his campfire guests had ‘accidently’ let fall into the flames.  

“It only hurts till the pain goes away, Little Cub,” the apparition smiled.  “Yours and theirs,” she continued, pointing to a dying body behind Stalking Elk, then another, then still more behind that one.  Some has shackles around their ankles. Some had metal dog collars and leashes around their necks.  Some had wounds in their bellies.  All of them were sheared, scalped or mutilated in some other way between their ears. And all of them were the Lakota tribe that Big Bear considered closer than any family he ever had as a sexually-inexperienced boy, or envisioned having as a fertile man. 
“Take the spear, and do what you have to do!” the now-scalped and battered apparition commanded with Bitching Crow’s  motherly voice.  
“Or want to do,” Gwen said, from a body that was her own, which then showed the faces of every other woman Big Bear thought he had loved, including Kathleen, as well as his mother, who left him for the beyond realm just as Big Bear began to know her as a well-meaning fellow life traveler rather than a paternally-regulated task-master.   

Big Bear saw that the smaller shadow man was being overshadowed by the larger one, the latter seeming to be a giant about to slay his David with a final blow of his lightening bolt.  And the only slingshot which seemed available was two inches and a few burn blisters away from Big Bear’s shaking hand.  A hand that he commanded to be steady, firm, and effective.  With a forward motion that felt like courage to his heart, and definitely pain to his hand, Big Bear grabbed hold of Stalkiing Elks wooden lance and stepped into the muck surrounding the duelers.  His boots DID sink into the muck but he pulled his feet out of them and grabbed hold of what looked like a lightening bolt, jumping over the feet-eating quicksand.  With fingers burnt down to nearly the bone, he aiming the spear’s hand-carved rock tip at the giant shadow-man as he was about to finish off the smaller one.  But before he could do so, he felt a pain in his eyes again, and was pushed to the ground.  A blinding pain that ended only when he forced them open.  When he did, the world around him changed yet again as he pulled himself up from a pool of blood around him.
“Now, we talk,” Big Bear heard from a deep baritone voice that he didn’t recognize.  It was Hans, in the real flesh, his very real knife soaked with Growling Wolf’s very real blood as the Shamen’s very real body lay on the ground, his spine and head held up by a rock that jutted out of the short-grassed ground.  

“So we do,” Growling Wolf said though a breath that was more blood than air.  “But first, isn’t there something else you want to do to me?” he continued, pointing to his head with the last of his strength. “My eyes,” he continued. “Take them and you will see what I did.  Or you can take my scalp and wear it on your head so you can think like I do.”  The once ‘average Joe’ Lakota warrior laughed, madly, then sang a death song to what no doubt was a demon higher up the chain of cruelty than he was. 

With each stanza of the verse, Hans seemed to be pulled into the song, and its dark message.  He pulled up Growling Wolf’s hair, stared into his possessed eyes and open, and edged the knife towards both of those prizes.
“No!”  Big Bear said, as he placed his firm and blistered hands on Hans’ shaking shoulder.  

“But I’ll enjoy it,” Hans growled. “And it needs to be done.  To beat the devil we have to know him.”

“But not become him,” Big Bear said, realizing for the first time in his life that a prerequisite for ending cruelty is to not to become it, or even to know everything about how it operates.  “Kill him, without becoming him, and his black magic will vanish,” the Mountain Man observed coming out of his mouth from a source he recalled from long ago, but had forgotten.  From the time he drew first blood.  On a father who was beating the mother of a boy who his father trained to follow in his footsteps.  A father who Big Bear still saw in every one of his nightmares in the West when he tried to forget his childhood in the East.  

“Kill him before he tricks you into killing yourself,” Big Bear said to Hans, sensing that his voice sounded more like Gwen’s than his own.  “Make it quick, merciful and don’t make a mess of it,” he continued, sounding like Bitching Crow, and maybe feeling a bit ‘motherly’ too.   Feeling more female than male, after which Big Bear felt Hans looking into eyes and connecting to something of mutual agreement and yearning, somehow.  “With the knife?” Big Bear said, as himself. “In the heart.  You do know where that is.  You were once a respected doctor after all.”

“And will be again,” Hans said as he turned to his patient, grabbed hold of the knife, and finished him off with an assertive jab between the fourth and fifth ribs on the left side of his chest, slashing the aorta inside.  Then a slice on the neck that led the blade to dislocating the spinal cord between the head and the body,  portable guillotine.  The most merciful and quick way to end a man’s life.  Both necessary to end that reign of a man who became more than that, through means of magic, or perhaps scientifically-based tricks that would someday be explainable by logic rather than spirit-based activities.

When the last breath left Growling Wolf, it did sound like the growl of the animal he was named for as a child.   Big Bear saw the Light leave his body, Hans only feeling it.

“Where is he going?” Hans asked Big Bear, his voice sounding assertive, scientific and investigative.  With a Promethium determination that can make any mortal godlike, for better or worse.  “It is a fair question to ask, and one which I think we do deserve to know.”

“But still aren’t supposed to know,” Big Bear smiled as he saw felt his burnt, blistered hand become healed.  And as his eyes clearly saw appearing where the wagon tracks ended, the cargo which they sought, slowly coming up from the ground below it.   Once it was above ground, the dirt floor below it closed shut, hard like a rock.  Impenetrable as steel.
“The gold!” Hans said as he ran over to the now very real and intact four legged covered wagon, scraping off the muck and dust which covered it.  He ripped open the tarp with his knife. “It’s all here!”  

How the wagon materialized from under the earth was a matter of speculation.  Big Bear did know that mountains have a way of swallowing up intruders on its surface and spitting them back above ground when it suited those genderless beings.  And he did know also that it Robinson was very capable of building machines that lowered objects into the ground and raised them with timed clocks which had been preset.  But the ‘why’ of it was more intriguing to him, particularly as he saw Hans run his hands through the gold, coins and other inanimate objects which animate creatures walking on two legs seemed to value more than their own souls.

“Munios!” Big Bear yelled up to Hans, referring to him as a fellow man who has been made mad by the pursuit of money.  A term the Indians used only to describe White men, when they themselves were just as susseptible to the disease of greed.  “We have to round up the horses! Get this gold to where it’s needed most. And where it will be most wisely spent,”

“Which is where?”  Hans asked Big Bear.  

Big Bear contemplated the matter.  Such was a matter of balancing earthly strategies and Higher Agendas.  At a loss for an answer between his own ears, or even within his still beating heart, he looked to the mountains.  “So, where to next?” he asked them.

“Forward” was the only reply he got back.   The details would be related on an ‘as you need to know them’ basis.  Just as, he considered, horses only need to be told where to turn and how fast to move on a stride by stride basis.  How Big Bear yearned to be a simple animal like a horse, but alas, nothing was simple anymore. Or maybe everything was.  He, Hans, and the horses taking them ‘forward’ would find out when they got there. For now, it was enough. A good day to….live.

