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WILDERNESS 1: KING OF THE MOUNTAIN

Nathaniel King left New York City in 1828 to
venture into the vast, unexplored regions beyond the Mississippi
because his uncle had promised to share with him the greatest
treasure in the world. Nathaniel’s trail led him from danger to
danger, and into the wild, uninhabited Rocky Mountains, where life
was a struggle to survive from one day to the next. But if
Nathaniel lived, he would unearth a treasure far more valuable than
he had ever imagined!

 



 


 


 


Dedicated to Judy, Joshua, and Shane.

To the memory of Joseph Walker, Jedediah Smith,
Jim Bridger and the rest.

Oh. And to Roland Kari.

We were born about a century too late.

We missed out on all the fun.


 


 


Historical Note




This book is as factually oriented as is
humanly possible. Contemporary narratives of trappers, mountain
men, fur traders and other archives were consulted to ensure
authenticity. Certain fictional liberties have been taken in the
interests of dramatic license, which I hope the reader will agree
contributes to the excitement of actually “being there.”

From the records and evidence available, it
is believed that the King cabin was located in what is now known as
Estes Park, Colorado, just outside of Rocky Mountain National
Park.

The Author


Chapter One

“Out of the way, you
dunderhead!”

The harsh bellow made nineteen-year-old
Nathaniel King glance up and to his left; his green eyes widened in
alarm. A moment before he had started to cross the narrow
cobblestone street. Now he darted back to safety as a speeding
carriage rushed past, narrowly missing him, the breeze from its
passage stirring his moderately long black hair.

Cackling crazily, the driver of the carriage
looked over his left shoulder and waved his whip in the air,
apparently deriving perverse pleasure from almost running a
pedestrian over.

An impulse to chase down the fellow and
thrash him soundly compelled Nathaniel to take several strides
after the rapidly departing brougham, and only the realization that
he would be late for work prevented him from racing in pursuit.
Instead, he drew his heavy wool overcoat tight about him to ward
off the chill in the January air, and continued on his way to the
accounting firm of P. Tuttle and Sons.

Located several blocks to the
north of the New York Stock Exchange, in a stately sandstone
bearing a huge sign comparable in size to the owner’s view of his
own importance to the business community, P. Tuttle and Sons seemed to
exist at the center of a swirling vortex of humanity. Passersby
streamed past the front window, while an increasing parade of
carriages and buggies, wagons and gigs swept past going in either
direction. The perpetual clatter of hooves and the hubbub of
conversation, punctuated by whinnies and occasional oaths, lent the
scene the aspect of a madhouse.

Or so Nathaniel often thought, and he did so
now as he paused to gaze at the noisy street. He took one last
breath of sooty New York air, then squared his broad shoulders and
opened the door.

“My stars! Can it be that young Master
King has finally graced us with his presence?”

The sarcastic comment drew
Nathaniel around to his right, and he mustered a smile at the sight
of his employer, Percival Tuttle the Elder, standing a yard away
holding his open watch in his gnarled right hand.
“Good morning, Mr.
Tuttle.”

“Is it really?” Tuttle responded wryly.
“And here I thought it might be closer to noon.”

“I’m sorry if I’m late.”

“Late, Mr. King? No, I
wouldn’t go so far as to label you late. Tardy, yes. Tardy two days
out of every month. Why, I will never know. Not when you only have
two miles to travel to work. Yet I know my watch is accurate, and
by my watch it is three minutes past eight.”

“I’m truly sorry,”
Nathaniel said, self-conscious of the stares of the other
employees, particularly Matthew Brown, Mr.
Tuttle’s
pet.

“If I had a dollar for every time you
have said you were sorry, I’d be a rich man,” Tuttle the Elder
declared dramatically, and snapped his watch case shut.
“Fortunately, Mr. King, I practice the Christian forbearance
instilled in me by my sainted mother. I forgive you for not
arriving on time. For all your tardiness, you’re a hard worker.
I’ll grant you that much.”

“Thank you, sir,” Nathaniel said
dutifully, and hurried to his desk situated against the right-hand
wall, near the window.

“There is one thing that worries me,
though,” Tuttle mentioned almost as an afterthought, although he
deliberately raised his voice to attract the attention of the other
seven employees.

Nathaniel began to shrug out of his overcoat.
“What might that be, sir?”

An impish gleam came into the white-haired
gentleman’s brown eyes. “If you persist in failing to be on time
when you are a bachelor, when you have no responsibilities other
than yourself, I shudder to think how tardy you will be after you
have acquired a wife and family.”

A hearty burst of laughter greeted the
remark.

As he had done so many times in
the past, Nathaniel smiled to acknowledge Tuttle’s profound insight and wit,
then draped his coat on one of the wooden pegs in the
corner.

“You will, of course, stay six minutes
extra this evening to make amends,” Tuttle stated.

“Of course,” Nathaniel said.

Tuttle uttered a protracted sigh. “When I
agreed to hire you as a favor to your father, my dear and loyal
friend, I had no notion of the challenge you would present.” So
saying, he wheeled and walked off to his office.

Nathaniel sat down and considered the
mountain of work piled in the middle of his desk. A snicker came
from his left, from the plump person of Matthew Brown, and
Nathaniel shifted to regard his corpulent rival critically. Brown’s
desk, in contrast to his own, was as neat as a spinster’s dress.
“Don’t start, Matt,” he warned.

Brown ignored the admonishment. “Won’t you
ever learn, Nate?”

“I’ve
learned enough to know when to mind my own business,” Nathaniel
assured him, and opened the top file on his pile.

“Irritable today, are we?”

“I have work to do.”

“I’m all caught up on mine. I’ll help
you if you wish,” Brown said. He was—unfortunately, as far as
Nathaniel was concerned—a mathematical genius.

“No.” Nathaniel brushed some lint from
his checkered trousers, wishing he were as adept as Matt
Brown.

“Why
won’t you ever allow me to assist you?” Brown asked, his tone
implying his feelings had been hurt.

“I’ll do my own work, thank
you.”

“Has anyone ever informed you that
you’re pigheaded?”

Nathaniel’s eyes flashed up from the
profit-and-loss statement he had started to study. “Have a care,
Matt. I won’t take that type of abuse from any man.”

“Oh, mercy!” Brown said, placing his
right palm against his cheek. “I’m scared to death.”

“Do your work and leave me alone,”
Nathaniel said, returning to the figures under his nose.

“Who are you trying to fool?” Brown
persisted, whispering so as not to be overheard by the other
employees. “You take abuse from Old Man Tuttle every day of the
week except Sunday. Don’t play tough with me. Who do you think you
are, anyway? Jim Bowie?”

The mention of Bowie caused Nathaniel to lean
back in his chair, reflecting on the newspaper article published in
September of the previous year detailing the bloody duel between
Jim Bowie and Major Morris Wright on a sandbar in the Mississippi
River. For several weeks the fight had been the talk of the city.
Any news of the frontier typically generated considerable
excitement, and the battle on the sandbar had caused more than
most.

Nathaniel recalled the details vividly. He
read every book, story, and article on the west he could find, and
his favorite pastime was to daydream about the exciting exploits he
had read about, the adventures of such famous figures as Bowie and
Lewis and Clark. Contributing to his keen interest was the fact
that his uncle had departed for the rugged, virtually unknown lands
beyond the Mississippi a decade ago, and now lived somewhere in the
Rocky Mountains.

“You’d better start pushing your
pencil,” Brown said. “Tuttle won’t take kindly to you wasting his
time.”

“Mind your own business,” Nathaniel
said.

“Try prunes. I hear they do wonders for
the temperament.”

Nathaniel ignored the barb and diligently
applied himself to his work. The morning hours seemed to drag by,
and he had to resist the temptation to stare out the window at the
bustling activity in the street. Tracking down an error in one
ledger occupied most of his attention, and while running his right
index finger down a column of figures he became aware that someone
was hovering over his left shoulder. Startled, he glanced
around.

“Hard at work, I see,” the elder Tuttle
said appreciatively. “Have you found the mistake in the Corben
account yet?”

“Not yet, sir.”

“Hmmmph. Well, you can take your midday
break in thirty minutes.”

“Thank you.”

Tuttle went to leave, then halted and stuck
his right hand in the pocket of his long-tailed black coat. “Oh.
Before I forget, there is one more thing.”

“Yes, sir?”

“Is there a reason you’re having your
mail delivered to this office instead of your father’s
house?”

“Sir?” Nathaniel said, puzzled by the
question.

“This came for you two days ago, on
Monday, and I misplaced it on my desk,” Tuttle stated. From his
pocket he withdrew an envelope.

“Who would be sending me mail here?”
Nathaniel wondered aloud.

“You tell me,” Tuttle replied, and
handed the envelope over.

Nathaniel studied the scrawled handwriting on
the front, noting the name and address of the sender, surprise and
delight etching his features.

Ezekiel King Fort Leavenworth

“A relative, I presume?” Tuttle
queried, obviously having noted the name.

“My uncle,” Nathaniel confirmed. “We
haven’t heard from him in eight or nine years.”

“Why would he write you and not your
father?”

“I have no idea.”

“Well, advise him that as a general
policy I do not accept personal correspondence at my business
establishment. In this case, though, I’ll make an
exception.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Just be sure to read it on your own
time.”

“Of course.”

Tuttle nodded imperiously and headed for his
office. It was a sanctuary that the employees were permitted to
enter only on rare occasions.

Nathaniel deposited the letter in the top
desk drawer and resumed working. He could scarcely concentrate on
the numbers, his mind racing as he tried to deduce the motive
behind his uncle’s letter. Wait until his father heard the news!
Aflame with curiosity, he became conscious of each passing second,
and the next thirty minutes went by even more slowly than all the
preceding hours. He grinned happily when Tuttle announced that he
could take his break, and his fingers flew as he opened the
envelope and spread the two crudely written pages on the desk. He
began reading eagerly.

December 2, 1827

Dear Nate,

That you will be surprised at hearing from
me, I have no doubt. Many a year and many a mile has come between
us, and I hope you will still remember your old Uncle Zeke who let
you ride on his back when you were a sprout, and who took you to
the park on the Hudson River to play.

I’m mailing this to you at your place of
employment rather than my brother’s. Your Aunt Martha wrote me
about your job last January. I don’t want Tom to know I wrote you,
so please don’t tell him or there will be bad blood between us.
Again.

Your father never did understand the reason
I came out to the great West.

I expect to be in St. Louis in
May of ’28.
Come there. I have found the greatest treasure in the world and I
want to share it with you before I die.

You were always my favorite nephew. If you
decide to come, be at The Chouteau House on May 4. I’ll be wearing
the red so you know me.

Uncle Zeke

Nathaniel recoiled in stunned amazement at
the last portion of the letter. He reread it again and again,
marveling that his uncle would even think of asking him to travel
all the way to St. Louis, to the very edge of the frontier, to the
last major outpost of civilization, when his father and mother and
two brothers were all in New York, when he had never been beyond
Philadelphia, and when he had his career as an aspiring accountant
to consider. The list of objections grew and grew. There was his
sweetheart, Adeline, and his plan to eventually marry her and
settle down in a house of his own.

How could his Uncle Zeke make such an insane
proposal?

Dazed, Nathaniel sat back and mumbled, “Go to
St. Louis? How in the—”

“What’s that?” interrupted a familiar
voice on his left.

Frowning, Nathaniel twisted and watched
Matthew Brown take a bite from an overstuffed sandwich. “I wasn’t
talking to you.”

“I distinctly heard you
say something about going to St. Louis,” Brown said, his mouth full, a
sliver of beef dangling from the corner of his mouth.

“You were hearing things,” Nathaniel
insisted. He folded the letter, replaced it in the envelope, and
struck them in the pocket of his Byronic-style coat.

“Are you planning to visit St. Louis?”
Brown inquired.

“No.”

“If you go, you’re not in your right
mind.”

Annoyed, Nathaniel faced his coworker. “Is
that a fact?”

“Certainly. Why would anyone want to
leave the culture and refinement of New York for the barbaric
society of St. Louis?”

“New York has its drawbacks too,”
Nathaniel said simply to be argumentative, although in his heart he
agreed with Brown.

“Oh? What, for instance? Carriage
congestion, pickpockets, footpads, and a little ash in your eyes in
the winter when everyone has their fireplace lit? Such
inconveniences pale into insignificance when you compare them to
the benefits we enjoyed by living in the greatest city in the
country, even the world.”

“Now you’re exaggerating.”

“Am I? New York is the largest city in
the United States. Do you realize there are one hundred and
twenty-five thousand people living here? Why, there are only about
ten million people in the whole country. Over one-tenth of the
total population lives in New York State. Imagine that!”

Nathaniel gazed out the window at the bedlam
in the street and found it easy to imagine.

“Look at what New York
has to offer,” Brown continued, still chewing as he talked.
“There’s the opera, museums, and the ballet. Our theaters are the
envy of the civilized world. Our newspapers are quoted everywhere.
Why, the New York Evening Post, the one that William Cullen Bryant edits,
is read by the President. Our universities are nationally renowned.
Face facts, Nate. New York City is the cultural center of
America.”

The smugness with which Brown maintained his
assertion bothered Nathaniel, but he was at a loss to identify the
reason. “St. Louis has benefits to offer,” he said lamely.

Brown snorted and almost choked on his
sandwich. “Are you jesting? All St. Louis has to offer are
ruffians, Indians, and the prospect of having your throat
slit.”

Nathaniel regarded the fat little man coldly,
thinking that Brown wasn’t the only New Yorker he knew who seemed
to take an inordinate pride in his city, as if New Yorkers were
superior to everyone else by virtue of their birthplace. He
realized suddenly he shared that snobbish attitude to a lesser
extent. New York could boast a culture rivaled by few other cities,
but did that culture truly transform its residents into better
citizens, better people, then those raised in, say, Boston or New
Orleans or even St. Louis? He saw Matthew Brown stuffing more food
into that gaping mouth and shook his head.

Brown misconstrued the motion.
“What? You doubt you’ll have your throat slit if you venture to St.
Louis? How can you be so naive? You’ve read about the frontier. You know what
it’s like.”

“Do I?” Nathaniel wondered
wistfully.


Chapter Two

 The
street lamps were lit by the time Nathaniel bundled himself in his
woolen overcoat and started for home. He had performed his work
that day in a perfunctory fashion, unable to fully concentrate, his
mind adrift with the implications of his uncle’s letter. The
traffic outside was every bit as bustling as it had been that
morning. He turned to the right and flowed with the
crowd.

One sentence kept repeating
itself over and over, unbidden but irresistible:
“I
have found the
greatest treasure in the world and I want to share it with
you.” What
on earth could Uncle Zeke mean? Nathaniel mused. What kind of
treasure? Had Zeke found gold or silver? There were many rumors
about legendary treasures to be found out west, so perhaps Zeke had
stumbled on one of them.

The most persistent legend, a
tale every schoolboy learned by heart, concerned the Seven Golden
Cities of Cibola. They were said to contain great riches, wealth so
great that no man could conceive of the magnitude of the fortune.
The seven cities were reputed to exist somewhere in the vastness
between the Mississippi River and the Pacific Ocean; they were said
to be inhabited by a tribe of fierce Indians. The
Spanish had sent
several expeditions to find the Golden Cities of Cibola more than
two hundred years ago, but although the expeditions had failed, the
legend lingered on.

If Zeke had found gold, wasn’t
it only logical to assume that he would want to share part of his
wealth with someone in the King family? And who better to share the
gold with than his favorite nephew? Or so Nathaniel reasoned, and
the more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that his
uncle had made a fortune, and now wanted to mend the rift that had
branded Ezekiel the black sheep in the King clan.

Engrossed in his reflection, and eager to
reach home, Nathaniel opted to take a shortcut through an alley, a
shortcut he might normally take during the day but had never used
at night. He was halfway through the gloomy alley, his hands
plunged in his overcoat pockets to shield them from the cold, his
eyes straining in the dim shadows, when someone stepped from a
recessed doorway and blocked his path.

Nathaniel halted abruptly, surprised but not
worried, confident his size alone, six feet plus two inches, would
deter most pickpockets and robbers from bothering him. “Excuse me,
sir, but you’re blocking my path,” he said.

“Your money or your life.”

The gruff words, delivered with
an air of impending menace, startled Nathaniel. He knew about the
hundreds of robberies that took place in New York City each year,
and about the scores of footpads who made their vile living by
preying on the innocent and the unsuspecting, but this was
happening to him, and the reality of his predicament took half a minute to
sink in.

“Didn’t you hear me, fool? I want your
money or your life!” the man declared.

Still stunned, Nathaniel mechanically pulled
his hands from his pockets, about to comply, when he detected the
flashing gleam of a large knife reflected in the feeble light from
an overhead window.

“Don’t trifle with me, mister!” the
robber warned. “Give me your money now!”

“Go to hell,” Nathaniel blurted out,
and spun. He saw the mouth of the alley not ten yards away, and he
sprinted toward the opening in the hope that his assailant would
not pursue him into the busy street. But he managed only three
strides before strong arms caught him from the rear, looping about
his hips, and the next moment he crashed to the hard ground with
the footpad on top.

Instantly Nathaniel rolled to the right,
nearly upending the thief in the bargain. The man clung fast to his
overcoat, though, and Nathaniel saw the knife arching toward his
chest. He lunged, grasping the robber’s right wrist in his left
hand, checking the knife’s descent, and was clenching his right
hand to deliver a blow with his fist when iron fingers clamped on
his throat.

The footpad was attempting to strangle
him!

Nathaniel bucked and squirmed, but he failed
to disarm his foe or dislodge the constricting fingers from his
neck. He tried to knee his attacker in the spine, but his overcoat
impeded his movements. Frustrated, desperate to break free,
Nathaniel felt a surge of newfound power course through him at the
thought of being slain by an anonymous thug in a filthy alley.

“Damn you!” the footpad hissed.
“Die!”

“No!” Nathaniel roared, and amazed
himself by coming up off the ground in a mighty heave of his steely
legs. He hurled the robber as if the man were a rag doll instead of
a two-hundred-pounder, flinging him against the wall.

The footpad grunted as he hit the bricks,
then dropped to one knee.

His fists at the ready, Nathaniel closed in,
but the man scrambled to the right, then rose and dashed toward the
street. “Hold on!” Nathaniel yelled, and gave chase. Again the
overcoat interfered, preventing him from attaining his top speed.
He was able to stay within two strides of the robber, though, and
both of them burst from the alley without bothering to verify if
the way was clear.

Voicing a harsh oath, the footpad collided
with another man and both went down.

Not about to allow his adversary to escape,
Nathaniel pounced and pinned the thief, his arms around the man’s
chest.

“Here, here, now! What is this?”
bellowed someone in an authoritative manner.

Nathaniel felt hands on his shoulders, and
then both he and the footpad were hauled erect.

“Now
what is the meaning of this?” demanded a burly constable, who
pulled the two men apart and held them at arm’s length.

“He tried to rob me!” Nathaniel
exclaimed.

“I did not,” the footpad responded
sheepishly. Revealed in the glow of a nearby street lamp, he was a
stout, unkempt man with oily black hair and beady eyes.

The constable released both of them and
looked from one to the other. “Now who am I to believe?”

“He has a knife,” Nathaniel stated
angrily. “He nearly stabbed me.”

Smiling sweetly, the robber
held up both hands. Both empty hands. “Search me if you like,” he
said.”You’ll find no knife on Bobby Peterson. I’m a man who
dislikes violence.”

“He’s lying!” Nathaniel cried. “He
attacked me in the alley.”

“Attacked?” Peterson repeated in astonishment. “Why, all I
did was bump into the lad in the dark, and the next thing I know he
had pulled me to the ground and we were wrestling. I never attacked
him.”

Nathaniel started to raise his right
fist.

“No you don’t, son,” the constable
cautioned. “No more fighting, if you please. Now here I am, on my
way home to my loving wife and a hot meal, and I see you two
fighting like a pair of cocks. What am I to do with
you?”

“But he tried
to rob me,” Nathaniel insisted.

“I just have your word for that, now
don’t I?” the constable said.

The implied insult staggered Nathaniel.
“Don’t you believe me?”

“Of course I do. But I can also see
where an excitable young fellow such as yourself might, shall we
say, jump to conclusions without sufficient evidence.”

“This is incredible.”

A friendly smile creased the constable’s
weathered visage. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s go through this from
the beginning again. Then we’ll look for the knife you say Peterson
had. But let’s hurry, shall we? I’m starving.”

~*~

“And the constable didn’t believe
you?”

“No,” Nathaniel related. “Not after he
couldn’t find the knife in the alley. He let us go.” He paused and
added scornfully, “But he did give the robber a warning that he
would be on the lookout and if he ever found Peterson had violated
the law, there would be the devil to pay.”

Adeline Van Buren shook her
head sadly, her lovely features downcast in commiseration for his
ordeal, her blond hair bobbing as her head moved, her blue eyes
fixed lovingly on his face. In accordance with the fashion of dress
in vogue all along the eastern seaboard, she wore a dress patterned
after the sophisticated Grecian-style clothing so enormously
popular in England and France. Her yellow dress had a low neckline,
but not too low, and a high waistline. She folded her slim hands on her
lap and stared at his scuffed shoes and the dirt on his
trousers.

Nathaniel noticed, and wished he had changed
before coming to see her. He’d already overstepped the bounds of
propriety by arriving on her doorstep at nine P.M., a late hour for
any respectable man to be calling on any decent woman. Fortunately,
her parents thought highly of him and trusted him alone with their
daughter. Everyone knew they were planning to wed in a year.

“What did your father say when you told
him?” Adeline asked.

“He wasn’t home. My father has been
working long hours at his construction business.”

“I thought January is one of his
slowest months, what with the cold weather and all.”

“He’s busy with the yearly inventory,”
Nathaniel explained, admiring the shapely contours of her neck and
shoulders. “I told my mother, but she couldn’t seem to understand
why I was so angry over the affair.” He sighed.

“That’s when I decided to pay you a visit. I knew you would
understand.”

“I’m
happy you came,”
Adeline said.

Her smile thrilled Nathaniel to the core of
his being. He wanted so much to be able to hold her in his arms, to
touch his lips to hers and smell the fragrant scent of her
coiffured hair. Her beauty seemed almost angelic, and when the time
came, he would gladly throw himself at her feet and plead for her
hand in marriage. So far all they had done was discuss the
prospect. Soon, very soon, he would tender the formal proposal.

“There
is a matter we must talk about,” Adeline stated. “I promised Papa I
would mention this to you.”

Nathaniel tensed. Her father, a
prosperous merchant with three stores in New York City and one in
Philadelphia, had always impressed him as being a stern, commanding
figure. He counted as a blessing the fact her father and his were
close friends. “Mention what?”

Adeline opened her mouth to speak, then
developed a sudden interest in her painted fingernails. “How has
Mr. Tuttle been treating you?”

“As well as can be expected,” Nathaniel
replied, perplexed by the question. What did Old Man Tuttle have to
do with anything?

“My father went to see him.”

Nathaniel’s breath caught in
his throat, and he couldn’t have moved if the house was on fire. He
blinked a few times, struggling to compose his emotions, bewildered
by the revelation. “Whatever for?” he blurted out.

Adeline looked at him, her eyes radiating all
the affection in the universe. “Are you happy working for
Tuttle?”

“Happy? Well, I don’t know. Contented,
maybe. It’s a stepping-stone in my career. One day I’ll own my own
accounting firm. You wait and see.”

“And that will take a terribly long
time, won’t it?”

“Not terribly long. Five, perhaps seven
years at the most.”

“And what will your income
be?”

Nathaniel shrugged. “Who can say? It all
depends on how successful I am in attracting clients.”

“Will you make as much as your father
does?”

“Not that much, but
enough for us to live comfortably,” Nathaniel answered, feeling
uneasy, troubled by the direction their conversation was
taking.

“Will you make as much as my father
does?”

“Of course not. His income is in the
six figures.”

“And how many figures will yours be?”
Adeline inquired, trying a new tack. “Five?”

Nathaniel said nothing.

“ Four?”

“Oh, definitely.”

A fluttering sigh issued from her rosy lips.
“Nate, I’m accustomed to living in the style my father has provided
for me all of my life. We’re not immensely wealthy, but we are well
off. I like having servants to take care of the menial chores like
cleaning and cooking.” She studied him for a moment. “Will we be
able to afford servants?”

Nathaniel felt strangely deflated, as if his
chest had been punctured and all the breath expelled from his
lungs. “No,” he admitted.

“I see,” Adeline said, each word
expressed in clipped, precise English.

“I’m
confused,”
Nathaniel admitted. “You’ve known for over a year about my line of
work and you’ve never raised an objection. Why now all of a
sudden?”

“This
is not a sudden consideration on my part,” Adeline replied. “I’ve
simply been waiting for the proper moment.”

“For
what?”

“To ask you to go to work for my
father.”

Nathaniel sat bolt upright in his upholstered
chair. “Your father?”

“Why not?” Adeline rejoined stiffly.
“In five years you could be managing one of his stores and making
ten times as much money as you could by being an
accountant.”

“Does
he
want me to work for
him?”

“Certainly, silly. Why do you think Papa went to all the
trouble of seeking out Mr. Tuttle?”

“Why did he?”

Adeline gave him her most
radiant smile. “I asked Papa to do it. He had a long talk with your employer
about your career as an accountant.”

“And?”

“And we decided you would be better off
joining Papa in his business.”

“You decided?”

“Certainly. Don’t I have a right to be
concerned about your career? As your wife, the amount of money you
make will have a direct bearing on my happiness and well-being. I
have a vested interest in your future.”

“But I like accounting,” Nathaniel said
softly, gazing absently at the plush lavender carpet, dazed by the
unexpected turn of events. First the footpad, and now this. He
should have known the day would turn out badly after almost being
run over on his way to work. There was an omen, if ever there was
one.

“Do you?” Adeline
replied. “I know you think you do, but I have my doubts, dearest. I don’t
believe you have the proper temperament to be an accountant, to sit
behind a desk the rest of your life and fiddle with figures. You
have a restless nature, Nate King. You need excitement in your
life, and retailing is just the thing to keep you from becoming
bored.”

“This is all so sudden,” Nathaniel
complained.

“You do see my point, don’t
you?”

Nathaniel nodded. “I see that money matters
much more to you than I thought it did.”

“Is that bad?”

“I suppose not,” Nathaniel responded
halfheartedly.

Adeline straightened and
regarded him in the same manner a mother would a misbehaving child.
“My father taught me a valuable lesson at a very early age, Nate.
As he likes to say, money makes the world go around. Money,
darling, is the balm of our existence. Money feeds us and clothes
us and provides the pleasures we enjoy. Money separates the
superior from the mediocre, and hard workers from the lazy
riffraff.” She paused. “I would never marry a man who was content
to drift through life barely making ends meet. A man who will
settle for making less than the highest income possible isn’t much of a man in
my estimation.”

Nathaniel’s lips barely moved when he said,
“I had no idea.”

“So
will you give Papa’s offer serious consideration?” Adeline inquired
eagerly.

“For you, yes.”

An airy laugh bubbled from her throat. “I
knew I could rely on your good judgment. Why do you think I want to
be your wife?”

The question drew Nathaniel’s head up. “Why
do you?”

“What
a silly thing to ask. Because I love you. Because you treat me
wonderfully,” Adeline detailed, and giggled. “And because you are
the handsomest man in all of New York.”

“I knew there must be a sound
reason.”

“Please don’t be upset with me. This is
for your benefit, as well as mine.”

Nathaniel stared at her, studying her
exquisite, elegant form, his pulse quickening as always, regarding
her as a prize for which he was willing to pay any price. His brow
knit and his eyes narrowed, indicative of the intensity he applied
to pondering the issue she had raised, and in his single-minded
determination to please her he entertained a wild idea. “ What
would you say if I could make more money than your father, more
money than you ever dreamed possible?”

“Whatever are you talking about?”

“How would you feel if I was rich
beyond your wildest expectations?”

Puzzled, Adeline leaned in his direction.
“How could you possibly become richer than Papa?”

“Don’t
you believe I can?”

Adeline laughed lightly and smoothed her
dress. “Please, Nate, don’t become carried away. I want you to make
more money, yes, but we must be realistic about the amount you can
make.”

Nathaniel reached in his pocket
and touched the letter from his Uncle Zeke. Smiling, he removed his hand. “And
I tell you that within six months I’ll have more money than we will
need.”

“You’re serious?”

“As God is my witness, I would never
jest about making you happy.”

“And how will you accomplish this
magical feat?”

Nathaniel started to reply, to explain about
the letter and his belief concerning the treasure Ezekiel had
found, until he realized she would never understand, would never
attach any credibility to his uncle’s claim. Even his own family
would view Zeke’s letter as the ravings of an eccentric. But he
knew better. He remembered the many hours he had spent with his
carefree, fun-loving uncle; he recalled the basic decency and
honesty Ezekiel had always displayed; he recollected the confidence
Zeke had instilled; and motivated by the same impulse that had
prompted countless men down through the ages to embark on
questionable enterprises, namely the love of a beautiful woman, he
came to a momentous decision. In answer to her question he only
smiled and said, “Wait and see. You’ll be proud of me one day soon.
Very soon.”


Chapter
Three


Nathaniel departed New York City on April 1, intending to
travel at a leisurely pace and enjoy “the adventure,” as he thought
of his trip, to the fullest. He had planned every detail of his
departure carefully, and he rode away through New Jersey on a fine
mare, with another horse laden with his supplies trailing, at eight
A.M. in the morning, oblivious to the nip in the air, his spirits
soaring.

The four months since his
receipt of Ezekiel’s letter had been spent eventfully. He had put aside
every cent he could spare for the journey, and combined with the
funds he had already accumulated during his employment at Tuttle’s
and earlier, he now carried the hefty sum of two hundred and
seventy-three dollars in his inner coat pocket. He had purchased a
blue wool cap to keep his head warm, and gone to a tailor to have
new wool trousers made, trousers with extra stitching to withstand
the rigors of extended periods in the saddle. He had also purchased
a new pair of black leather boots, the ultimate in footwear
according to the kindly man who’d made them, guaranteed to hold up
under the harshest weather.

Nathaniel told no one about his
plans. He dropped hints to Adeline, arousing her curiosity to a
feverish pitch, but to all her entreaties he would only say that he intended to
make her one of the wealthiest women in New York.

Once he attempted to broach the subject of
Uncle Zeke to his family at the dinner table. His father
immediately announced that Ezekiel had forsaken them to go live in
the wilds with savage Indians, and accordingly Zeke was not, and
would never be, a proper topic for discussion in the King
household. End of subject.

During the four months Nathaniel’s emotional
state fluctuated between firm resolve and insecure anxiety. Scores
of times he told himself he was being a fool. Yet the thought of
traveling to the frontier, of seeing his uncle again, and most
importantly, of possibly sharing in the treasure Zeke had found,
beckoned like an irresistible beacon. The excitement of the unknown
also appealed to him, the prospect of encountering strange people
and strange lands and having experiences he could one day relate to
his children and his children’s children. The adventure promised to
be a once-in-a-lifetime enterprise and he wanted to make the most
of it.

On the night before he left, he
composed three letters by candlelight at the small desk in his
room. The first was to his family, explaining about the letter from
Zeke and expressing his regret for leaving secretly. He assured his
father and mother that he loved them, and vowed to return by July
at the very latest. The second letter went to his employer,
thanking Tuttle for teaching him the fundamentals of accounting and
apologizing for leaving the firm in the lurch on such short notice.
He also suggested that Matthew Brown would be delighted to handle
the pile of work he hadn’t finished.

Without a doubt, the hardest letter for him
to pen was the note to Adeline. Four pages long, he poured his
heart out to her, professing his love repeatedly, and pledged to
return at the earliest opportunity. Knowing his father would inform
her father about Zeke, he went into great detail about Zeke’s
letter and his belief that his uncle had amassed a fortune, either
in precious ore or by trapping, like John Jacob Astor.

Everyone in New York who could
read knew Astor’s story. An immigrant from Germany who came to New
York City
when he was twenty years old, Astor went into the fur trade in
1787, founded his own company in 1808, and eventually acquired a
monopoly of the trade south of the Canadian border. In the process
he became a millionaire many times over and the richest man in
America.

Toward the end of his letter to Adeline,
after vowing his undying affection one more time, Nathaniel added
the lines that would haunt him in later years. “Everything I do, I
do for you. Your happiness means more to me than my own, more than
my life itself. For you I would risk all. For you I would do
anything. If money is your heart’s desire, then money you shall
have. Think of me always for I will constantly be thinking about
you. In three months I will return to ask for your hand in
marriage, and I’ll be counting every minute until then.”

Nathaniel thought of those closing words
again as he rode to the southwest from New York, hoping Adeline
would cherish them in her heart until next they met. Brimming with
youthful confidence, he inhaled the crisp air deep in his lungs and
congratulated himself on selecting the Cumberland Road route
instead of taking the Erie Canal.

The decision had been a difficult one.

Traveling westward via the Erie Canal had
been his first choice. Completed only a few years ago, in October
of 1825, the canal linked the Hudson River and Atlantic Ocean with
the Great Lakes, providing a much-needed water route into the heart
of the country. Three hundred and sixty-three miles long, the
waterway was daily jammed with boats crowded with passengers or
transporting freight, and there had already appeared editorials in
several newspapers calling for the canal to be expanded. For only a
cent and a half a mile, passengers traveled at the rate of a mile
and a half an hour on heavy boats pulled by horses. The going was
exceedingly slow, which proved to be the deciding factor in
Nathaniel’s decision.

By contrast, a traveler on the
Cumberland Road—or Great National Pike, as many referred to
it—could move at whatever pace was necessary. Begun in 1811 and
funded primarily with Federal money, the road ran from Cumberland,
Maryland, up over the mountains and across the southwestern corner of Pennsylvania, Ohio,
Indiana, and Illinois, where it terminated at the town of Vandalia,
not more than sixty miles from St. Louis. Although not yet
completely paved, thousands traveled its almost six-hundred-mile
length each month. Sixty feet wide where completed, the road
included a center strip to separate the traffic flow.

Nathaniel opted for the National Pike because
he could ride as many miles each day as he wanted, and he would be
much closer to St. Louis at the end of the pike than he would if he
took the Erie Canal. By following the many signs and sticking to
the major roads, he reached Cumberland on the evening of the
seventh day. With approximately a thousand miles to cover, he was
not inclined to push his horses. Both animals had been purchased at
a stable on the southwest outskirts of New York City, and the
proprietor of the livery had also agreed, for a nominal fee, to
store Nathaniel’s gear until such time as the supplies were needed.
Nathaniel had not dared hide any of his provisions in his room for
fear of them being discovered.

Once on the National Pike, Nathaniel began to
relax and truly enjoy his trip. Guilt had nagged at his mind the
first five days, until he’d finally convinced himself that his
course of action was justified. He found the people traveling on
the Cumberland Road to be remarkably friendly. Back in New York, he
had been lucky to receive a curt nod in response to a hello. But
the farther west he went, the more amicable the people were.

All types of travelers used the pike. Those
heading west formed a steadily flowing river of vibrantly
optimistic humanity, the vast majority en route to a better life in
a better area of the country, where the sweat of their brow would
reap the reward of having their own land and their own house, where
they could prosper and share in the budding American dream. Or so
they hoped. There were travelers from all walks of life and almost
every state in the East. They went on foot, or on horseback, or in
carriages or wagons. Livestock mingled with the people, primarily
cattle being driven to Eastern markets by drovers from the
frontier.

Nathaniel reveled in the
journey. He particularly liked the evenings, when he invariably
stopped at one of the many comfortable inns lining the road to eat
and rest for the night. The stops gave him the opportunity to
associate with his fellow wayfarers. He met a farming family intent
on starting anew in Missouri, a doctor from Philadelphia who had
grown tired of the city life and longed for a change, and a
missionary heading for the Old Southwest to “Christianize the Indians.” All
told, he talked to dozens of fellow wayfarers during the
twenty-seven days it took him to complete the trip.

Three incidents of note transpired, two of
which he would never forget for as long as he lived.

~*~

The first incident occurred at an inn in
eastern Ohio, a shoddy establishment where the food was
undercooked, the bed uncomfortable, and the manager a slovenly sort
who always seemed to have a handkerchief pressed to his nose.
Nathaniel had pushed his plate aside halfway through the meal and
headed for his room. As he placed his right foot onto the bottom
step, the manager suddenly appeared at his left elbow.

“I say, young sir, would you care for
some pie?”

“No, thank you,” Nathaniel replied, and
went up two steps.

“But it’s freshly baked tart
pie.”

Nathaniel glanced at the man, surprised to
note a certain anxiety in the set of his chubby features. “Thank
you, but no. I have spent all day on the road and I would like to
retire early.”

“I’ll throw in a free ale.”

Although tempted, Nathaniel shook his head,
bothered by a vague feeling of unease. “Good night, sir.”

The manager gave a small bow and backed away,
frowning.

Now what was all that about?
Nathaniel wondered, and proceeded to the second floor and along the
dim corridor. Two yards from his room he halted, amazed to behold
his door hanging open several inches when he distinctly recalled
locking it behind him earlier on his way down to eat. He
eased to the jamb
and peered inside.

Looming as a vague inky shadow in the dark
room, a burly man was in the act of rifling through Nathaniel’s
possessions piled on the bed.

Without thinking, angered by the sight of the
thief tossing his clothing about, Nathaniel shoved the door wide
and blurted out, “You there! Hold it!”

But the thief had no intention of doing any
such thing. Uttering a curse, the man spun and charged the doorway,
barreling into Nathaniel and battering him aside.

Lunging with his left arm, Nathaniel
succeeded in taking hold of the other man’s coat. Before he could
capitalize on the grip, however, the thief jerked to one side and
wrenched loose, throwing Nathaniel off balance into the opposite
wall. Nathaniel pushed erect and gave chase, yelling, “Stop, thief!
Stop, thief!”

The man never looked back. He reached the
stairs and bounded to the bottom, taking the steps four at a
stride, then bolted out the entrance into the night.

His pulse pounding, Nathaniel followed to the
front door, when he paused to scan the lawn beyond for the
pilferer. The earth had swallowed the man whole, and the expanse of
green grass mocked him with its emptiness.

“Hear, hear! What’s the meaning of this
uproar?” the manager demanded, hastening over from the
desk.

“A man was in my room,” Nathaniel
responded, still infuriated, still surveying the lawn.

“What man?”

“A thief.”

The manager, his tone laced with the venom of
a cottonmouth, snapped, “Not in my establishment, young man.”

Nathaniel spun, even more incensed at having
his word doubted. “Are you calling me a liar, sir?” He expected the
manager to argue the point, but to his surprise the man did an
abrupt reversal.

“Not at all. I would never impugn the
integrity of one of my guests. If you say there was a gentleman in
your room, then by all means there must have been someone in your
room.”

“He wasn’t a gentleman.”

“Is it possible another guest might
have entered your room by mistake?”

“The man wasn’t a guest. He was a
thief.”

“Was anything stolen?”

The question galvanized Nathaniel into
action. He bounded up the stairs to his room and checked his
personal belongings. To his immense relief, none of his possessions
had been taken. As he finished folding his clothes he heard someone
cough behind him and turned to discover the manager.

“I have checked the grounds and there
is no sign of anyone who shouldn’t be here.”

“The thief is undoubtedly long gone by
this time.”

“Is anything missing?”

“No,” Nathaniel said.

“Then no harm has been done,” the
manager commented. “In the future, though, I would advise you to
lock your door. Inns are not farmhouses. I have no way of knowing
what type of person may be taking a room for the night.
Occasionally someone bad slips in.”

“So I see.”

“Well, if that will be all,” the
manager said, and gave another of his courteous little bows. He
grinned, an oddly sinister twisting of his thick lips, and walked
off.

Nathaniel promptly closed and locked the
door, then checked to ensure the single window on the east wall was
securely latched. Unnerved by the incident, he pushed the bed
against the door and lay down fully clothed on his back, his head
resting in his interlocked hands. He stared at the ceiling for over
an hour, reviewing the episode from start to finish, and came to
the conclusion he must pick the inns he stayed at with greater care
in the future. The manager’s behavior troubled him, although he
couldn’t determine precisely why. He slipped into a fitful sleep,
and his last thought before he slept was that he should give
serious consideration to obtaining a weapon.

~*~

The second incident took place
a few miles east of Indianapolis, which had been designated the
capital of Indiana only seven years before. He stopped shortly after noon
to give the horse a rest and enjoy a light meal at a quaint inn
packed with other travelers. His dinner consisted of delicious
baked beans, which had been steeped with generous portions of pork
in a big pot left overnight in the ashes of the inn’s fireplace, as
was the custom. After eating he went outside to enjoy the fresh air
and the warm sunshine, and it was then, as he strolled toward the
southeast corner of the building, that he saw them. At first he
mistook them for shadows, and not until one moved did the shock of
recognition stop him in his tracks.

They were seated under the spreading branches
of an enormous maple tree, at the base of the trunk, their backs
leaning against the rough bole, partly ringing the giant patriarch
of the forest that had once claimed the land on which the inn sat.
There were four of them, each with his knees drawn up against an
emaciated chest, each with iron shackles on their ankles. Their
clothes were in tatters, and the grime from many miles of travel
caked their sweating black skins. Two of the four wore beards; the
other two were quite young, barely out of their early teens.

Nathaniel noticed them when one
of the young blacks lifted a weary hand to lethargically scratch a
bulbous nose. He halted in astonishment twenty feet from the maple and gazed
at them in bewilderment, striving to fathom the reason for their
condition and the shackles. The oldest of the quartet turned a
lined visage toward him, regarding him with the blank eyes of
someone who had penetrated an inscrutable veil and who now viewed
the world as if from a vast distance. Somehow, those vacant orbs
also conveyed the indelible stamp of incalculable inner torment and
sadness commingled in a singular countenance. Nathaniel looked, and
felt an invisible, frigid wind chill his spine.

“Hey, you want somethin’,
mister?”

The words, spoken in a
peculiar, protracted drawl, came from one of the six men who were
lounging about a wagon parked a dozen yards to the south of the
tree. All six wore homespun clothes. Several rifles had been
propped against the wagon, and the speaker wore a large hunting
knife in a
brown leather sheath on his right hip.

“Why are those men in chains?”
Nathaniel asked.

“What’s the matter, boy? Ain’t you
never seen slaves before?” the speaker rejoined, prompting a cackle
of mirth from his companions.

Nathaniel turned, noting the man’s ragged
blond hair, wispy blond mustache, and pale blue eyes. “They’re
slaves?”

“Escaped slaves, boy. All the way from
Mississippi. As ignorant a bunch of niggers as you’d ever want to
meet.”

Nathaniel had seen many Negroes in New York,
although in the circle of his acquaintances he could number only
two Negroes he knew personally. Both had been slaves, domestic
servants in the house of a man who did business with his father,
and both had been freed on July 4, 1827 when the State of New York
officially abolished slavery. The pair had stayed on with their
former owner, apparently satisfied with the working conditions and
the treatment they had received.

Many stories were related in the press about
the growing institution of slavery in the Deep South, and the moral
and legal aspects were vigorously debated. Other states besides New
York, including Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and the new state of
Illinois, had banned the practice.

“Are those shackles necessary?”
Nathaniel inquired distastefully.

“They are if we don’t
want them niggers to light out on us,” the man responded. “We didn’t
trail ’em this far to lose ’em again.”

“You’re from Mississippi?”

“Yep. We do this for a
living, and get paid fair money too. Slaves are always taking off,
no matter how decent some of ’em are treated. They’re so dumb it’s
pitiful.”

Nathaniel looked at the oldest slave, who had
tilted his head against the tree and closed his eyes. “Aren’t there
laws against chasing slaves across state lines?”

The blond snickered. “You sure don’t know
shucks about the slave trade, Yankee. Ain’t you ever heard of the
Fugitive Slave Law?”

The reference sparked a memory long
buried, and Nathaniel simply nodded. Back in 1793,
or
thereabouts, the
Congress had passed the Federal Fugitive Law, which allowed slave
owners to cross state lines if necessary to retrieve runaway
slaves. He gave the quartet a last glance, then wheeled and hurried
to the stable behind the inn to reclaim his horses, filled with an
overwhelming urge to put as much distance as he could between the
four chained human beings and himself. Until that moment, he had
never seriously pondered the issue of slavery. For the remainder of
the day he reflected on nothing else.

~*~

In Illinois, just over the
border from Indiana, the third incident occurred.

Nathaniel stopped at an inn situated a little
off the beaten path after he found two others, both nearer to the
pike, full to capacity. He bedded his horses for the night, then
took a room, washed, and ate a leisurely supper of
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