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Into the
Unknown

 


Robert Parker ventures
into the vast unknown to study new species of plants and animals in
the name of science. And he’s thrilled when a young half-breed
named Zach King invites him back to his family’s secluded valley in
the Rocky Mountains—a valley teeming with wildlife that no
naturalist has ever explored. But Parker’s about to find out he’s
not the only newcomer. Three murderous prospectors have heard
there’s a fortune in gold on the Kings’ land, and they’ll do
anything to get their hands on it. They’ve heard how tough the
Kings are, and they’re well prepared for that. But they haven’t
counted on the grit of one determined greenhorn....

 


In Darkest
Depths

 


Legendary mountain man
Shakespeare McNair has seen enough winters in the wilderness to
know when something isn’t right. And beneath the waters of the lake
near his new home, something is definitely off. Nate King and his
family can see it too—waves without any wind to create them, a huge
force that pulls a fishing pole right from Evelyn King’s hands,
something malevolent out there...watching them. Shakespeare knows
it’s just a matter of time before the creature hurts someone. But
he’s not going to wait around. He’s going to go after it himself,
even knowing he might not come back....
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Author’s Note

 


As devoted readers of the
popular Wilderness series are aware, most of the stories in the saga are based
on Nate King’s journal. His daughter started a diary in her teen
years, and that too has been used. Nate’s wife also kept a record,
but she wrote the least of the three.

None were day-by-day accounts. The Kings
only wrote when the whim moved them. Nate, when something had an
impact on his family. Evelyn, when events stirred her emotions or
simply to record her thoughts. There is no rhyme or reason to
Winona’s account.

Other sources have
included the journals and diaries of settlers, mountain men and
explorers. Wilderness #41: By Duty
Bound, for instance, was based on the
journal of Lieutenant Phillip J. Pickforth.

The author brings all this up because the
book you hold in your hands is based on Robert Parker’s account of
his travels and experiences. A contemporary of John James Audubon,
Parker was a naturalist and a painter. His renderings of wildlife,
the wilderness, and the Native Americans and white men who
inhabited it, are authentic and stunning.

Parker’s work is so well known that it needs
no introduction. And, too, our story is concerned with only a short
interval in his exploration of the West, namely, the month or so he
spent with the Kings and the McNairs.

Purists, I trust, will understand why the
excerpts early on are abbreviated. The main focus of this story is
the King family and their friends.

 



 


 


One

 


St.
Louis, February
14

I am bubbling with excitement! It is the
most wonderful news! My patron, the marquis, has decided to fund
the expedition. The irony does not elude me. I have never liked
painting portraits. I only do it in lean times so I can purchase
paint and canvas and food. But he is so enamored of the portrait I
did of his wife that he insisted on helping me fulfill my
long-cherished ambition to explore the vast uncharted regions west
of the Mississippi River.

It is a dream come true! I will venture
where few white men have ever dared tread and capture on canvas the
wonders my eyes behold. And I have no doubt there will be wonders.
The frontier teems with animals and men about which little is
known.

Miller and Bodmer have been there before me,
and I do not deny that both deserve the accolades heaped on them
for their magnificent works. I confess to liking Miller’s more, if
only because his paintings are imbued with the romance of life, and
I have always been a romantic at heart. I cannot possibly put into
words how deeply moved I was by his Green River painting. The
river, the mist, the mountains, the Indians, it is all so
wonderfully sublime.

Still, I must give Bodmer his due. He is a
realist. His paintings show exactly what his eyes saw. No
sentimentalist, he was ruthless in his depictions of life in the
raw. When you look at his Mandans, it is as if you are standing
right next to them.

If I can do half as well as Miller and
Bodmer, I will justify my talent.

 


St.
Louis, April
2

The preparations continue apace.

There is so much to do, so many details,
large and small, to attend to. Men, supplies, horses, all must be
acquired. I try to keep expenditures to a minimum in order not to
impose too greatly on the marquis’s generous nature.

His wife was most indiscreet last night.
Collette kept glancing down the table at me. Perhaps the marquis
did not notice since he was, as always, deep in his cups. But some
of the other guests did. I am sure of it. Now there will be talk,
and if the gossip should get back to him, my expedition might be in
jeopardy. He would be well within his rights to withdraw his
patronage. But as I say, I am a romantic, and I cannot help
myself.

In any event, midway through the meal
Collette fixed her exquisite hazel eyes on me and said ever so
sweetly, “While I am thankful my husband is providing the funds for
your exploration of the wilderness, I wonder whether either of you
have given any thought to the possible consequences.”

“Consequences, my dear?”
the marquis asked.

“Specifically the
dangers,” Collette said. “I very much fear his life will be in
constant peril.”

What was the woman thinking? Could she be
any more transparent? I sought to keep my features inscrutable as I
replied, “While I am grateful for your concern, you make much ado
over nothing, madam.”

“Are wild beasts so
trifling then?” she shot back. “Are red savages of no import? Or
those tempests of storm and wind I have read about?”

God, how I boiled. Her tone suggested more
concern than was proper. I caught a few glances exchanged by others
on both sides of the table. The marquis, thankfully, appeared to be
oblivious to her impropriety.

“Honestly, my dear. Our
friend is eager to be off. It is, as he calls it, an adventure of a
lifetime. Would you gainsay him his ambition?”

“Of course not,” Collette
said tartly. “But neither would I care to lose so dear a friend to
the arrows and lances of bloodthirsty heathens or the fangs and
claws of a fierce beast.”

I regretted then my incurable romanticism.
If I would stick to the painting and only the painting, my life
would be a lot less complicated. But when a man is in close
proximity to a beautiful woman hour after hour and day after day,
and when that beautiful woman shows an interest, what is a man to
do? I am human, after all.

Fortunately, the marquis took it in a most
humorous vein. He laughed long and loud, much longer and much
louder than I thought was called for, and then he winked at her and
winked at me and said in a jovial fashion, “Far be it for us to
stand in the way of our friend’s desire. That he is content to risk
his life in the furtherance of his art is enough for me. I daresay
that if he perishes, it will be for a worthy cause.”

It seemed to me he spoke with uncommon
relish, and his grin was, for him, peculiar. But I accepted his
accolade and assured all and sundry that I was indeed eager to pit
myself against the vast unknown.

 


Fort Leavenworth, May 1

Concern for my welfare is contagious.

This evening I was invited to supper with
the officers. Colonel Templeton has proven to be considerate and
kindly. He even went so far as to offer to send twenty soldiers as
an escort, but I respectfully declined. I deem it prudent to avoid
any suggestion that the military is at all connected with my
expedition. For one thing, a number of Indian tribes regard the
army with a jaundiced eye and are prone to attack units in uniform
on general principle. For another, thanks to the marquis’s
largesse, my party already comprises eight able-bodied men, not
including myself. They are well armed with both weapons and
fortitude, and, I warrant, will prove more than adequate to deal
with any hostilities.

In addition to the colonel, I was introduced
to captains Hindeman, Keane and Dugan, and half a dozen
lieutenants. The latter let their superiors do most of the talking,
and I cannot recall any of their names except for one, a Lieutenant
Pickforth, who struck me as an exceedingly opinionated and obtuse
individual. To his credit, he has been where I have not, across the
nigh limitless prairie to the distant Rockies, and returned alive
to tell the tale. At Colonel Templeton’s bidding, Pickforth related
his various escapades. Perhaps it was the colonel’s way of
acquainting me with the dangers ahead without having to resort to a
lecture. I admire his tact.

Pickforth had many interesting experiences.
That herds of buffalo can be a million strong is now common
knowledge, but to talk to someone who has seen such a herd and to
hear his firsthand account brings the reality that much nearer.
And, too, his patrol’s clash with a band of hostile Piegans had to
be harrowing in the extreme, and was, I suspect, the point Colonel
Templeton was trying to make through his proxy.

It irritates me to be considered stupid.
Does everyone honestly think I am going into this with my eyes
closed? I am fully cognizant that scores, nay, hundreds of people
have been slain by Indians, but I am also cognizant that hundreds
more have gone into the domain of the red man and come back out
again with nary a scratch.

The key is to avoid regions roamed by
hostiles and travel only through country where friendly tribes
reign. The Shoshones, to name just one example, are widely viewed
as perhaps the friendliest tribe of all. Whites in their territory
are always welcome and not treated as intruders. The Crows are
almost as noteworthy, and, from what I am told, the handsomest of
all the red race. One officer was of the opinion they are prone to
petty thievery, but others said that was mere myth.

When I inquired if more tribes are friendly
than are hostile, I was assured the opposite is the case. The
Sioux, or Dakotas as some call them, universally resent white
inroads. The implacable hatred of the Blackfoot Confederacy is well
established. The Arikaras, the Cheyenne and others have risen
against whites from time to time.

From what the officers told me, I am glad I
intend to focus my naturalistic forays on the central Rockies. To
the north are the aforementioned Blackfeet, to the south the
dreaded Comanches and highly feared Apaches.

To be candid, I find the whole conflict
insipid. The press paints the red man as the bane of white
existence, yet I cannot help but think that they were here before
us. And, too, when one white country is encroached on by another
white country, bloodshed inevitably results; how is that any
different from the situation on the frontier?

Hatred and war hold no interest for me. Nor,
I must again be honest, do the politics of what has recently been
called our presumed ‘Manifest Destiny.’ I do not hate others
because their skin is different from mine. I do not believe that my
being white, which is, after all, a random chance of birth,
entitles me to live where I will and as I will and displace or
exterminate anyone who stands in the way of my doing so.

Why can’t everyone simply get along? I know,
I know. I am being simplistic, and not a little naive. It is not
the nature of the human brute to extend the hand of friendship
unless it serves the brute’s self-interest. Intellectually that is
shallow; morally that is bankrupt.

I would have truck with none of it.

Give me life in all its varied guises. Give
me the means to paint it and record it. Give me the opportunity to
expand the borders of our knowledge and to open new vistas. Is that
too much to ask?

I apologize. I digress. I try to be
objective in my journal, but as you can see I do not always
succeed.

In any event, the whole conflict is moot as
far as I am concerned. A week from now I will be well out on the
prairie. I will be doing that which I love best to do. All the rest
of it, the bigotry and pretensions and, yes, the silliness, will
become as insubstantial as the air.

I can’t wait.

 


Somewhere on the Great
American Desert, May 19

I do not know where I am. It is
glorious.

I should know. But the crate containing our
sextant is at the bottom of the Mississippi River, and I refused to
spend a week or more camped on the west bank while one of my men
went back to try and procure another. Ignorance as to our exact
longitude and latitude hinders us only slightly. So long as we can
ascertain the four points of the compass—and of those we brought
several—we can get by with more than tolerable efficiency.

I should be thankful. The
mishap that sent the crate containing some of our equipment into
the river might well have sent my paints and brushes and
easel. That would
be a calamity of the first order. I can get by without knowing
where in heaven’s name I am, but it would be pointless to continue
without the means to capture on canvas that which I come
across.

And there is so much to see! To say the
animal life is abundant is to say the ocean is deep or the sky is
high. Our scout and chief hunter, Augustus Trevor, says this will
change, that game becomes so scarce we will be fortunate if we do
not starve. He has crossed the prairie several times so I trust his
judgment. When he advised me to lay up a store of dried meat, that
is exactly what we did.

I must make a decision. My supply of paint
and canvas is limited. Do I paint every animal and new plant we
encounter here on the plains, or do I contain my enthusiasm so that
I have plenty of canvas and paper left when I reach the mountains?
The answer is obvious.

Still, I can’t not paint.

A pair of white-tailed rabbits are too
adorable to ignore. They are as fluffy and soft as pillows, with
appealing yellow eyes and long ears tipped with black triangles.
How can I not paint them, when they are not found east of the
Mississippi?

The same with a coyote Trevor shot. Yes, we
have coyotes galore in the States, but this one was three times the
size of any coyote I ever beheld or heard of, almost a wolf in
stature and worth the expenditure of precious paint.

Then there are the birds. My God, the
birds!

Of all the creatures in creation, I confess
I am partial to our avian friends. I don’t know whether it is that
I have always envied their power of flight, or that their
delightfully diverse plumage presents such a formidable challenge
and such lasting satisfaction if my brush does them justice.

You might think, given how generally flat
the prairie is and the relative absence of trees, that birds would
have nowhere to roost and thus be rare, but I can confirm that
their abundance is second only to their variety.

You who are reading this journal are
probably familiar with the common bluebird, but how about a bird
with a vivid blue head and blue wings, gray throat and orange body?
Or a bird with a yellow crown and yellow throat and yellow rings
around the wings and the tail, and a melodious warble that is a joy
to the ears? Or an oriole that is similar to the Baltimore variety
but has splashes of orange on both sides of its head and above its
eyes?

 


Vicinity of the Platte
River, June
2

We have had an incident.

The previous night we camped on the bank of
the Platte, as we have been doing for some days now while we follow
it generally westward. I cannot help but think that calling the
Platte a river is a slur on rivers everywhere. That a waterway so
shallow and sluggish and narrow should be designated as such amazes
and amuses me. But it is water, and after nearly perishing from
thirst before we reached it, I should be grateful and not carp.

But to the incident.

We had a fire going and our sixteen horses
tethered in a string under guard. Our sleep was undisturbed until
about an hour before dawn. Then the sentry, who happened to be
young Billingsley, and who by his own ad mission was so tired he
could scarcely keep his eyes open, heard a sound that brought his
head up. Not a loud sound, by any means, but the suggestion of a
stealthy tread. Since deer and other animals sometimes pass close
by in the night, Billingsley did not think much of it and lowered
his chin to his chest.

Then one of the horses nickered, and a
second stamped, and Billingsley looked up again to find the entire
string alert, with their heads high and their ears pricked. Clearly
something was amiss for the entire string to be agitated. He moved
toward them, cradling his rifle. He says that he thought they had
caught the scent of a prowling bear or catamount, and he spoke
softly to them to quiet them so they would not wake the rest of
us.

One of the horses pulled at the picket rope.
Billingsley started down the string, then stopped. He had spied
what he described as strange shadow on the ground near the horse
that stamped. He could not see it clearly enough to tell what it
was. From its size, he judged it to be an animal, a coyote perhaps,
or a fox, although why either would venture so near puzzled
him.

Billingsley brought the stock of his rifle
to his shoulder and took another step, and it was then that the
mundane turned into the remarkable, for the shadow suddenly
unfolded and swelled in size, taking on the dimensions of a
man.

Billingsley was so startled, he was a few
seconds collecting his wits. He was slow to recognize the
half-naked form for what it was. But the long hair, the
breechclout, the suggestion of paint on the angular face, could
leave no doubt. The figure moved, and the glint of metal in its
hand told Billingsley the whole story and shocked him out of his
lethargy. With a holler of, “Indians! Indians!” he took a bead, but
as quick as he was, our nocturnal visitor was faster. With a bound,
the red man vanished into the greenery.

By then the rest of us were roused. I came
out from under my blankets swiftly enough, but had to fumble about
to find my pistol. I had not kept it close to me despite our
scout’s repeated advice. Some of the others were likewise lax. It
was the hand of Providence that we were not under attack, for we
could not have rallied to defend ourselves in time to prevent our
being massacred. But find the pistol I did, and I immediately
rushed to Billingsley’s aid. He had run to the edge of the clearing
but did not plunge into the woods after our visitor.

Augustus Trevor congratulated the young man
on his caution. Trevor said that where there was one there were
bound to be more, and if Billingsley had given chase, he might have
run into the waiting arms of a war party and suffered torture and
mutilation.

To his credit, young Billingsley made no
pretensions to wisdom. He said it was fear, not caution, that
brought him to a stop.

On examination, we found that the warrior
had been in the act of cutting the horses free, with the intent of
stealing them, when he was interrupted by Billingsley. The rope
was, in fact, half severed. A few more seconds, and we might well
have been stranded on foot—a calamity, Trevor states, of the
highest order.

None of us were able to go back to sleep.
More wood was thrown on the fire until the blaze cast light twice
as far as before. A new batch of coffee was brewed, and until
sunrise we sat drinking and watching, every man armed with all his
weapons.

Life’s ironies are limitless. I had begun to
question the widespread dread in which the red man is held. To hear
some people talk, a hate-filled savage lurks behind every bush and
tree. But for weeks now we had been crossing the land of the red
man and not seen a trace of that race. Proof, to my mind, that the
common fear of Indians is as exaggerated as it is misguided. Now
this.

Perhaps I am the one who has been misguided.
Perhaps the dangers are more real than I believed.

If so, what does that bode for the
future?

 



 


 


Two

 


The
Prairie, June
12

All right.

I admit it.

There is no “perhaps” about the dangers.
There is no “perhaps” about the prospect of dying.

We have left the Platte behind. We followed
it to where it forked. The north fork would have taken us toward
South Pass and the Green River country, made famous by the exploits
of those hardy souls who engaged in the fur trade until beaver went
out of fashion. We took the south fork, for a few days, anyway, and
then our scout said that we must strike straight off across the
prairie to a trading post known as Bent’s Fort.

I cannot get over the vastness of this
grassland. I have never been on board a ship in the middle of the
ocean, but I have heard that it gives one a sense of the
limitlessness of the briny deep. The same can be applied to the
prairie. It seems to go on forever, a sea of grass without end. We
who traverse it are but tiny specks adrift in its immensity.

Yesterday afternoon we passed close to
mounds of earth pockmarked with burrows. A prairie dog town, Trevor
said, and he advised us to give it a wide berth as many a horse has
broken a leg by inadvertently stepping into one of the holes. We
complied, but I had barely reined after him when there came a sound
as of seeds being shaken in a dry gourd, and the next I knew, my
mount whinnied and reared and it was all I could do to stay in the
saddle.

Belatedly, I recognized the sound for what
it was: the telltale warning of a rattlesnake. I glanced down and
perceived sinuous movement, but then had my hands full regaining
control of my steed. Trevor and the others rushed to my assistance.
I am proud to say I did not need it, and with a few pats and
soft-spoken words, my animal’s calm was restored.

As for the serpent, it slithered off into a
prairie dog hole before anyone could shoot it. Trevor informed us
that rattlesnakes are often found near prairie dog colonies,
prairie dog litters being high on the snake’s list of
delicacies.

Today dawned sunny and warm. By nine I was
sweating; by noon I was sweltering. Nary a tree nor any other cover
within sight and the temperature by our thermometer was one hundred
and one.

About the middle of the afternoon a bank of
dark clouds appeared to the north. Soon we saw the flash of
lightning and a nebulous mist between the dark clouds and the
ground that signified a deluge. A thunderhead, but as it was
drifting from west to east and we were well to the south of it, we
gave it no more thought than we had countless others.

Trevor turned to me and said, “You will be
happy to hear that in three or four days we should reach Bent’s
Fort.”

Welcome news, indeed. The trading post is
the last bastion of civilization before the mountains. We intend to
spend a week resting and recuperating, then purchase new provisions
and strike off into unexplored territory.

Presently, a distant rumble fell on my ears.
I equated it with thunder from the storm and rode blithely on until
our scout suddenly drew rein and shifted in the saddle.

“What is the matter?” I
asked, struck by what might be alarm on his face.

“I hope I am wrong,” he
said. Rising in the stirrups, he peered intently to the
north.

It occurs to me as I write
this that I have not described him. Imagine rawhide made flesh. He
has lived on the frontier most of his adult life, and the imprint
of hardship and the elements are stamped on his rugged features.
The one word I would choose for his character is
tough. His age I would
not presume to guess, for while he exhibits the vitality of a
twenty-year-old, he has enough gray hairs to persuade me he is at
least twice that age.

Anyway, we rode on, but we had only gone a
short way when Trevor again drew rein. This time there was no doubt
about his alarm, for the others saw it, too.

“What is it?” asked
Wilson, our cook.

“Don’t you have ears?”
Trevor responded. “Can’t you hear?”

“Hear what?”

“That
rumbling.”

“The storm, you mean?”
young Billingsley said.

“Would that it were,”
Trevor said, and glanced all about us, as if he were seeking
something.

“What else can it be?”
Billingsley inquired.

“Our doom,” Trevor
said.

Since I was the leader of the expedition I
felt compelled to say, “Confound it man, speak plainly. What has
you so agitated?”

“We must find cover, and
we must find it quickly,” Trevor replied, and jabbed his heels
against his mount.

We had no choice but to hurry after him. I
was anxious to question him further, but he had brought his animal
to a gallop and I would have to shout to be heard. He was heading
to the southwest at a breakneck clip. Repeatedly, he looked over
his shoulder, and each time he did, he scowled.

I was at a loss. The
rumbling still sounded to my ears like thunder. Then I noticed that
it was becoming louder, which was odd, since we were putting more
distance between the thunderstorm and ourselves. Logic dictated the
sound should grow fainter. Obviously, then, the rumble was
not thunder. And
whatever it was, was coming closer by the moment.

I glanced to the north.

For a few moments the sight I beheld made no
sense. There appeared to be a second dark cloud bank, only this one
was close to the ground and flowing toward us at a startling
speed.

Soon I saw that what I had taken for a
single mass was instead made up of many small parts. Not in the
scores or the hundreds or even the thousands, but in numbers too
great too count. I saw, too, that each of these parts possessed a
pair of curved horns and a hump and four flying hooves.

They were buffalo.

A herd, God knew how large, had been
stampeded by lightning or some other cause and were bearing down on
us like a shaggy avalanche.

My analogy leaves a little to be desired,
but the end result, should they overtake us, would be the same; we
would be crushed under tons of bone, sinew and horn, pulverized to
pieces and left for the buzzards to feast on. No one would ever
know our fate, not unless at some future date a wayfarer happened
on a few of our bleached bones.

Morbid thoughts, I confess, but under the
circumstances they were justified.

We lashed our mounts, to no avail. The
buffalo continued to gain. I have since learned that when in
flight, they are as tireless as Titans. A fitting description,
given that the males weigh upward of a ton and stand six feet high
at the shoulder.

I cannot say how far we fled. Mile after
mile, to the point where my dun was flecked with sweat and
flagging, and many of the other horses were about done in.

It was then that Trevor rose in the stirrups
and pointed, shouting, “Over yonder! As you value your hides, stay
with me!”

I needed no urging. The buffalo were less
than two hundred yards behind us, a roiling maelstrom that
obliterated everything in its path. The rumbling had become a
thunderous din, and from under their pounding hooves swirled a
thick column of dust.

What strange creatures men are. I say that
because my life was in the direst peril, but I was not thinking of
that. I was thinking only of my art supplies and equipment. I saw
Jeffers frantically tugging on the lead rope to the pack animals.
Burdened as they were, they were falling behind.

What I did next surprised even me.

I wheeled the dun. Trevor shouted my name,
but I did not answer. 1 raced back to Jeffers and hauled on the
reins to bring the dun in close to the pack animals. With yells and
motions I sought to hasten their flight, and in that I succeeded,
for they moved faster.

I looked up in time to witness an incredible
sight; our scout seemed to ride into the ground itself. One by one
the other men did the same, vanishing before my eyes.

Thirty more yards, the miracle was
explained.

Long ago a cataclysm had rent the earth
leaving a gash some ten feet wide and about that deep. At the
bottom were my men, hastily dismounting.

Trevor bellowed to bring their rifles and
follow him.

I was the last to descend. They were
climbing back up and I passed them on the way down. Before the dun
came to a stop, I was off and after them.

Trevor reached the rim and sank to one knee.
He immediately pressed the stock of his rifle to his shoulder.

I did not need to ask what he was about to
shoot, although why he would bother mystified me. There were eight
of us and hundreds of thousands of buffalo. Dropping a few would
have no more effect than dipping a finger into raging rapids to
stem the flow of a river.

But Trevor was determined to try. “Aim for
the ones coming right at us!” he roared. “Wait until I give the
word, then squeeze trigger!”

“What good will this do
us?” Wilson wanted to know.

Trevor did not answer. His cheek was to his
rifle. We imitated him.

I am not much of a shot. In childhood I
hunted, but my heart was never in it. Even today, I would rather
paint specimens alive than dead, but that simply is not practical
so I have others do my shooting for me.

But now my aversion was moot. A living wall
of horn and muscle was bearing down on us. I swear the very ground
shook. My mouth was dry, and my palms grew slick. I firmed my grip
and waited for Trevor to give the command to fire.

“Remember, aim for the
buffs coming right at us!”

A futile exercise, I reflected, since behind
the first rank were untold more. But I centered my Hawken’s sights
between a bull’s beady eyes and thumbed back the hammer.

At times, heartbeats can become hours. This
was one of them. The buffalo seemed to be moving in slow motion. I
saw the flair of every nostril, the driving thrust of every hoof.
The illusion lasted all of ten seconds, and then they were on top
of us and everything happened so swiftly and so furiously that the
details are a bit of a haze even if the sequence is not.

“Fire!” Trevor cried, and
fire we did, our eight rifles blasting almost in unison. Only
Trevor and Jeffers could claim to be marksmen of any note, but the
buffalo were so close that marksmanship was not much of a
factor.

Our eight rifles boomed. Six buffalo crashed
down. They struck hard, and rolled or tumbled or slid to a rest
near the edge. In doing so they formed a barrier between us and the
onrushing herd, which I divined was Trevor’s intent. Almost
instantly the herd parted, breaking to the right and the left,
going around the bodies of their fallen fellows.

A temporary reprieve at best, I thought. The
press of massive forms would soon drive the living against the dead
and both the dead and the living would spill into our sanctuary.
They would crush all us tiny humans who had the temerity to try and
stem the tide of certain death.

Trevor was scrambling toward the horses.
“Get back!” he bellowed. “Get away from the rim!”

I barely heard him, the din was so loud. How
can I describe the indescribable? Imagine you are surrounded by a
million men pounding the ground with heavy hammers, and you will
have some idea. Add to that the riot of snorts, grunts and cries
from a legion of bison throats. The walls of our retreat trembled,
and the air was chocked with dust.

I pictured our broken bodies lying under a
heap of thrashing buffalo. I cursed my arrogance in believing that
somehow I was special, for thinking that the wilderness would
single me out for the unique honor of immunity from its many
dangers.

It is ever so. We think bad things will
happen to others but not to us. The life breathed into us is
somehow different from the breath of life in everyone else. Ours
cannot be extinguished by random happenstance. We are special.

A common
delusion, I daresay.

I am not overly religious,
and I make no claim to understanding Scripture better than anyone
else, but there is a quote that has stuck with me and sums up the
state of our existence to a remarkable degree. He sends rain on the just and the unjust, or something to that effect. Could it possibly be any
clearer? None of us merit special treatment. We are one and the
same with everyone else. We are fodder in the panorama of life.
Nothing more, nothing less.

My morbid streak is showing again.

But back to that cleft in the earth, and to
the buffalo and the dust and the fear that coursed through my
veins. I made it to the bottom and helped the others hold fast to
our horses, which were in a state of sheer terror and fit to bolt.
They plunged and reared and whinnied.

Along both rims flowed endless shaggy forms
with their bulging humps and wicked black horns. On and on, until
my nerves were raw and my mind numb and I could barely breathe for
the dust in the air.

We never forget certain moments in our
lives. Moments so profound, so intense, they are indelibly seared
into our being. Such it was with me when Augustus Trevor hollered,
“The worst is over!”

He was right. The thunder was not as loud.
The snorting and grunting was less. The herd was thinning.

I clung to the reins on my mount and to the
rope to the pack animals, and I could have wept for joy. The only
reason I didn’t, I suppose, is that I was too dazed. The blank
expressions of the others showed they were in the same state.

At length the ground stopped trembling, the
dust stopped swirling, and the thunder ceased altogether.

Trevor was first to stir and climb to the
top. He raised his head above the rim and gazed about him with the
air of someone who does not believe what he is seeing. Then he
beckoned.

I do not know what I expected. Pockmarked
earth, yes, and to find that in places the grass had been pounded
down to bare dirt. I had not counted on the bodies, though. Mostly
cows and calves but I also spied a few old bulls. They had tripped
or stumbled or tired and gone down, never to rise again. Brown
mounds ringed by red, some so badly mangled I honestly could not
tell that they had been buffalo.

“It’s a miracle!” Wilson
exclaimed. “The Lord be praised!” He shook his pudgy hands at the
sky, his belly jiggling.

“We live!” young
Billingsley marveled. “We still live!” He jumped up and down in
glee.

I shared their relief, but more so that my
supplies had been spared than that we had. That might seem
hard-hearted, but I am a naturalist, after all, and my easel and my
sketchbooks are my means of recording my endeavors for
posterity.

Soon we were underway.

Once again the dangers I had taken so
lightly had shown they were not to be mocked. Either I learned my
lesson, or I perished.

It was that simple.

 



 


 


Three

 


Bent’s
Fort, June
16

We have arrived at an oasis of civilization
in the middle of nowhere.

Since Trevor repeatedly referred to it as a
fort, I had envisioned a structure along military lines, even
though he stressed it was civilian run, and had never been anything
but a trading center.

I can think of no better way to convey what
I beheld than to say it was a castle made of mud. Adobe, the style
is called, a word of Spanish extraction. More aesthetic than logs,
it lent an atmosphere of dignity and sophistication to what was
essentially a site where beads, trinkets and liquor were traded for
furs.

How they ever built it with a relative
handful of men, I cannot conceive. I would have thought an army
would be required.

The dimensions were as follows: the front
and rear walls were approximately one hundred and forty feet in
length, the side nearer one hundred and eighty. The average height
was fourteen feet, and all the walls were three feet thick. They
were proof not only against rifles and pistols and arrows, but a
cannon ball would not penetrate.

As if that were not enough, at the northwest
and southeast corners were towers housing cannons.

At its maximum, provided provisions were
adequate, the fort could sustain two hundred men and twice that in
stock and poultry.

I had to paint it.

I also had to paint the men who ran it.

This remarkable enterprise was the
brainchild of the Bent brothers and Ceran St. Vrain. I saw more of
the latter than the former, who were busy with freighters bound for
Santa Fe.

St. Vrain is an aristocratic gentleman,
well-read and kindly yet firm in his dealings with subordinates. It
was from his lips that I first heard the names which would soon
figure so prominently in my life. It happened when he mentioned
having a Cheyenne wife.

“How remarkable,” I
responded.

“Not really,” said he.
“Quite a few white men have found Indian maidens much to their
liking. Nate King and Joseph Walker are the most famous
examples.”

I had never heard of either and stated as
much.

“Good Lord, man,” St.
Vrain said. “Walker’s explorations are legendary. As for King, he
is one of my closest friends and as ideal an example of the
mountain man as you are likely to meet.”

“The mountain
man?”

“That is what people are
calling whites who stayed on in the mountains after the beaver
trade faded. King was one of the best of the trappers and one of
the first whites to go Indian, as they say. His wife is a Shoshone,
and I don’t mind admitting she is as beauteous a woman as ever drew
breath.”

“It is a good thing your
own wife is not here beside us,” I joked. “She might take
exception.”

“No, she would not,” St.
Vrain responded good-naturedly. “Winona and my wife are good
friends.”

An idea occurred to me. “This Nate King
knows these mountains well, then, I gather?”

“No one knows them better.
He used to live not all that far from here, at the eastern edge of
the mountains. But he has since moved deeper in, and we do not see
him nearly as often.”

“That’s too bad,” I said.
“I would like to meet him.”

“I cannot speak highly
enough of his character or that of his best friend, Shakespeare
McNair.”

The name stirred the vaguest of
recollections. “I would swear I heard of him when I was a boy.”

“You probably did,” St.
Vrain grinned. “McNair is older than Methuselah. He was one of the
first, if not the very first white man to ever reach the Rockies. He was here
long before beaver drew men in droves.”

“Have they any children,
King and McNair?”

“Nate King does,” St.
Vrain said, and his face clouded.

“What?” I
prompted.

“Nothing.”

“Is there something about
them I should know? What if I run into them in my
travels?”

“It is only that Nate’s
son—” St. Vrain began, and caught himself. He gazed about us at the
bustle of activity, then lowered his voice. “Zach King is his name.
A nice enough lad, so long as you stay on his good side. The taint
of being a breed has scarred him and made him more vicious than he
would be otherwise, in my estimation.”

“Because he has a white
father and a red mother?”

“Exactly that, yes. Half
breeds are held in low esteem on the frontier, or anywhere else,
for that matter. Most whites regard them as prone to violence, and
many Indians do not want anything to do with them because they are
considered bad medicine.”

“Are the opinions
justified?”

“Oh, please. We are men of
culture, you and I. We know superstition when we hear it. My own
children are half-and-half, and they are as kind and as ordinary as
any of so-called purer blood.” St. Vrain shook his head. “No, the
stigma attached to breeds is uncalled for.”

“But you say this Zach
King has a vicious disposition?”

“A poor choice of words on
my part,” St. Vrain said. “Yes, Zach has a reputation. But his
violence has always been provoked. Under normal circumstances he is
as peaceable as you or I.”

I was not entirely convinced. His expression
hinted at darker underpinnings. But I deemed it of no consequence
since I never intended to make Zach King’s acquaintance. I was
intrigued by the father, though. Nate King’s intimate knowledge of
the mountains might surpass that of Augustus Trevor.

 


Bent’s
Fort, June
19

This was the day I would paint the trading
post. What with an encampment of Crows nearby and a wagon train
that had arrived the day before drawn up in a circle outside the
walls, the painting promised to be picturesque.

Bright and early I gathered what I needed
and made for the gate. Young Billingsley was waiting outside the
quarters St. Vrain had graciously provided, and I burdened him with
my easel.

Augustus Trevor had wanted to go along, with
two or three others for extra protection, but I scoffed at the
suggestion. I was only hiking a short way, I insisted, and I would
be within hailing distance of the armed sentries stationed on the
ramparts. Trevor relented, but only after I agreed to take one of
the men. I chose Billingsley. He always did my bidding without
question. Consequently, no sooner did we hike a suitable distance
than I told him I did not need his services and he was free to
spend the rest of the day as he saw fit. He protested, saying
Trevor had been quite specific about not leaving me, but I pointed
out that I was the leader of our expedition, not Mr. Trevor, and my
word was final.

I think that secretly Billingsley was glad
to have time to himself. He capitulated and scooted toward the post
with a grin.

I was happy, too. At last, at long, long
last, I was alone.

An explanation is called for.

I am not the most sociable of men. Human
company tends to pale after a while. I value solitude as some men
value gold, and I had enjoyed precious little of it since the
expedition’s start. During our crossing of the prairie I was never
alone. I rode at their side during the day, while at night their
constant snores reminded me of their presence. Whenever I was
inclined to venture off alone to paint or explore, Trevor always
had at least one man go with me.

“You hired me to not only
serve as your guide, Mr. Parker, but to bring you back to
civilization safe and hale, and that is exactly what I intend to
do, with or without your cooperation.”

While I admired Trevor’s devotion to duty, I
was frustrated to no end by the lack of privacy.

At Bent’s Fort the situation was compounded
many times over. Yes, St. Vrain graciously gave me a room, but I
neglected to mention it was in use as a supply room, and he had his
employees clean it out so I would have a niche of my own. A niche
it was, too, with barely enough room for the cot he had his people
fetch. There were no windows, only four close walls. During the day
it was stifling and at night little better. I used it only for
sleep, and then only to be polite to my host.

So here I was, outside the Fort and on my
own. I promptly gathered my supplies and my easel and hiked to the
northwest. I wanted to capture the entire post, including the
picturesque teepees and the circle of wagons. For the proper
perspective I needed to be as far from everything as practical.

I hummed to myself as I strolled along. The
day was hot but not unbearably so. A sluggish breeze brought licks
of relief now and again.

I was not worried about the Crows. Their
camp was hundreds of yards to the south, and they paid no more
attention to white men wandering about than they would to birds or
butterflies. Besides which, they would never cause trouble so near
the fort. The brothers and St. Vrain had an inviolate rule:
troublemakers were banished from trading, the length of the
banishment depending on the severity of their misconduct. Not only
that, the troublemaker’s tribe was also banned. To the Indians,
many of whom depended on the post for trade articles they could not
obtain anywhere else, being banned was a calamity of the first
order. As a result, the tribes were always on their best
behavior.

Bent’s Fort was a neutral zone where
animosities were forgotten in the interest of the greater good for
all. Thus it was that on occasion tribes at war with one another
showed up at the trading post at the same time yet coexisted in
perfect harmony for the duration of their stay. Once they were back
in their own territories, they resumed killing one another with
savage abandon.

I ask you, is there anything more fickle
than human nature? And no, I am not singling out the red man in
this regard. The white man is equally guilty of slaughtering his
brothers and sisters on the flimsiest of pretexts. We, too, have
our truces and our periods of peace, but has there ever been a time
in our history when somewhere on the globe a war was not being
waged and blood was not being spilled by the gallon?

If I sound cynical, it is only because I am.
I have lost much of my faith in my fellow man. I prefer the honest
beasts of the forest and the field to the devious beasts of city
and town who preach love but practice lies, deceit, and carnage on
a scale to stagger the mind.

Again I have digressed.

I came to a likely spot on a low mound about
a quarter of a mile from the fort, and there set up my easel. I was
still humming, which might account for why I did not hear the
riders until they were a stone’s throw away. I glanced around
sharply, saw they were white men, and went back to work. I was not
so cynical that I distrusted every living soul on sight.

I expected the riders to go on their way to
the trading post, and I gave them no more thought until I had an
odd feeling I was being watched. I was mildly surprised to find the
trio had reined up and were regarding me as I might regard an
albino antelope. “Gentlemen,” I said cordially, and went back to my
canvas.

“What in tarnation are you
fixing to do, mister?”

Without looking to see which one had spoken,
I replied, “I should
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