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WILDERNESS
11: NORTHWEST PASSAGE

Life in the savage Rockies was
never easy for the courageous mountain men who dared to live there.
Threatened every day by hostile Indians and cutthroat frontiersmen,
Nathaniel King and other intrepid settlers knew that trusting the
wrong person could cost them their lives. But when Nate agreed to
lead a seemingly innocent group of pioneers through the treacherous
mountains, he made a mistake that could be his last. For the Banner
party had a secret they did not want revealed, and they were more
than willing to kill to keep it hidden.

 



 


 


 


 Dedicated to Judy, Joshua, and Shane.

And to Nathaniel
Hawthorne,
who exposed
it first.


Chapter One

The piercing scream cut through the hot
Plains air like a razor-sharp butcher knife through buffalo
fat.

On one knee at the base of a low knoll,
Nathaniel King tensed and glanced up from the fresh elk tracks he
had been examining. The scream wavered eerily on a gust of wind.
Before the last lingering notes died, Nate took three strides and
vaulted onto his magnificent pied stallion. A tug on the reins and
a jab of his moccasins brought the horse to an immediate gallop,
and he raced off across the prairie toward the spot where he had
left the pilgrims from the States.

Nate’s first thought was that his greenhorn
charges were under attack by hostiles, perhaps by a wandering band
of Sioux, Arapaho, or even Blackfeet. There had been no sign of
marauding war parties in the area, but a man could never be certain
where Indians were concerned; they were as crafty as coyotes, as
invisible as ghosts.

He clasped his Hawken firmly in his right
hand and focused on the stand of trees sheltering the three wagons
from the scorching sun. Oddly, he saw no hint of a commotion, and
there should be a swirl of violent activity if a war party had
struck. Not until he was fifty yards away did he see moving figures
under the trees, some of them wildly waving their arms, and hear
angry yells. Another twenty yards showed him the reason for the
alarm.

A black bear was trying to clamber into one
of the wagons.

Nate slowed and almost laughed aloud at the
comical sight of the settlers prancing and dancing around the
oblivious bear. It had its front paws braced on the side of the
rear freight wagon, and was bobbing its big head up and down in the
typical way a bear did when testing a breeze for scent. In this
instance, it had no doubt been drawn to the wagons by the
tantalizing odors coming from the food and other supplies piled
high inside.

Black bears were seldom dangerous. A female
with cubs would attack anyone foolhardy enough to approach too
close, and a cornered bear was always likely to charge, but
ordinarily they avoided humans like the plague. Unlike their fierce
cousins, the mighty grizzlies, black bears possessed a mild
temperament.

So Nate was not particularly concerned until
he spied one of the Banner party, young Harry Nesmith, take aim
with a rifle. “No!” he bellowed, and sped forward, seeking to avert
potential calamity.

The rifle, a .50-caliber Kentucky,
boomed.

Any hope of driving the hungry bear off
without any trouble was dashed as the enraged creature dropped onto
all fours and whirled, its gaping mouth wide in a vicious roar. It
glared at the humans standing nearby, then abruptly charged a thin
woman who stood immobilized with fear.

Nate was nearly there. Letting go of the
reins, he used his legs to guide the stallion as he whipped the
Hawken to his right shoulder, cocked the hammer, and took a hasty
bead on the bear’s head. Going for the heart or the lungs was
unwise since a single ball in either often failed to bring a bear
down. But the head shot, even if not fatal, might stun the black
bear long enough for Nate to finish the unfortunate beast off.

The furious bear had only two yards to cover
to reach the terrified woman when the Hawken cracked. In a whirl of
limbs the brute went down, rolling completely over and smacking
into the transfixed pilgrim. She flew to one side, landing on her
back. The black bear was upright in the blink of an eye, snarling
as it shook its head from side to side.

A heartbeat after squeezing the trigger,
Nate was already grabbing for another weapon. His right hand
streaked to one of the two smoothbore single-shot .55-caliber
flintlock pistols wedged under his wide brown leather belt, and as
the stallion came abreast of the bear he leaned down, lowered the
barrel to within an inch of the bear’s brow, and fired.

The black bear’s head snapped to one side as
if kicked by a Missouri mule. Then the bear blinked, tried to lift
a paw, and sagged, its front legs buckling first. Snorting and
spitting blood, it went prone.

Nate turned the stallion in a tight loop and
leaped down before the horse came to a stop. Transferring the spent
flintlock to the same hand that held the Hawken, he drew his other
pistol, dashed up to the wheezing bear, which was struggling to
rise, and dispatched it with a ball between the eyes. For a full
ten seconds he stood still, inhaling the acrid gunsmoke, watching
blood flow from the bear’s wounds.

“Well done, King! I don’t
understand why my shot didn’t do the trick.”

The lighthearted words aroused Nate’s anger.
He spun, his features hardening, and strode up to Harry Nesmith.
“Damn your hide!” he snapped, jabbing the flintlock into Nesmith’s
chest. The startled Ohioan stumbled backwards. “You had no call to
go and shoot! We could have driven the critter off.”

“Why are you so mad?”
Nesmith responded indignantly. “We couldn’t let that beast get into
our victuals.”

“Yes, King,” interjected a
deep voice to their right. “Why are you so upset?”

Nate shifted to face the leader of the
group, Simon Banner. A tall, powerful blockhouse of a man who wore
homespun clothes and a white hat, Banner constantly exuded a
certain arrogance that rankled Nate no end. “Out here, Mr. Banner,”
he answered slowly, keeping his tone calm and level with a supreme
effort, “we don’t kill anything unless we absolutely have to. We
don’t ever waste game.” He nodded at the dead black bear. “There
was no need to kill it.”

Banner scratched his bearded chin, then
shrugged. “I still don’t see what the fuss is all about. It’s just
a bear. We kill them all the time back East.”

“Which is why there are
fewer and fewer bears every year,” Nate stated flatly. “You’re not
east of the Mississippi any longer, and it’s time you owned up to
that fact.” He encompassed the prairie with a sweep of his arm.
“Out here we do things differently. You might say we do as the
Indians do. And Indians never kill animals unless they need those
animals for food or their lives are in peril.”

Banner made a sniffing sound. “We’ve only
been together for a week, yet I can tell you admire the savages
more than they rightfully deserve. They are heathens, after
all.”

It took all the self-control
Nate could muster not to smash Banner on the mouth. “Need I remind
you that my
wife is a Shoshone?” he asked gruffly.

“She is?” Banner replied
in genuine surprise. “My word, King. I wasn’t told.”

For a moment Nate was inclined to doubt the
assertion, until he reminded himself that the man who had arranged
for him to serve as guide for this bunch, Isaac Fraeb, was a
tight-lipped old cuss who never indulged in idle gossip. “Well, now
you have been,” he said. “So I’ll thank you not to speak ill of the
Indians again in my presence or I’ll be obliged to show you better
manners.”

He sighed, his temper subsiding, aware that
many Easterners shared Banner’s prejudice through no fault of their
own. When the government itself regarded Indians as little better
than animals, it was only natural for those who believed in their
government to feel the same way. Very few knew the truth. Very few
had experienced what he had experienced. “Not all Indians are as
bad as they’re painted to be,” he commented. “Some are as friendly
as any white man who ever lived. And most are honest, upright
people in their own way.”

“How can heathens be
upright in the sight of the Lord?” Banner asked quizzically. “Isn’t
that a contradiction in terms?”

“I suppose you would say so,” Nate said. The man
was, after all, the brother-in-law of a Methodist missionary, and
as devout as a Quaker.

Suddenly a shrill reprimand was addressed at
them both. “Isn’t this a fine state of affairs? Here lies poor
Cora, perhaps hovering at death’s door, and all you men can think
to do is argue over whether the bear should have been shot or not!
Really!”

Alice Banner, her brown hair tucked up under
her bonnet, stood over the woman who had been knocked down, a towel
and a water skin in her hands. She clucked like an irate mother
hen, then knelt and applied water to the towel. “Isn’t Cora’s life
more important than your petty disagreements?”

Nate realized he had forgotten all about
Cora Webster in the flush of anger that had seized him. Annoyed at
himself, he stepped toward the unconscious woman, but the rest got
there first. He let them tend her, studying their faces as they
did, wondering what in the world he had gotten himself into by
agreeing to hire out as a guide to these three brave couples on
their way to the far-off Oregon Territory.

Simon Banner was easy to read, stubborn,
proud, and hotheaded. His wife, Alice, was by contrast good-natured
and always considerate of others, but feisty when crossed. Next, in
terms of age, came Neil and Cora Webster, both pleasant enough but
quite reserved, tending to keep to themselves even during the
supper hour. Harry and Eleanor Nesmith were the youngest husband
and wife, and it was the impulsive Harry who was directly to blame
for Cora’s condition.

Nate saw someone else hasten toward the
clustered group, the last member of their little party,
sixteen-year-old Libbie Banner. He rarely got to see her because
her father made her stay in the family’s wagon practically all the
time. She was a blue-eyed blonde, endowed with the kind of full
figure that drew suitors like honey drew ants.

He had initially been quite flabbergasted to
find her with the group since there was little in the way of a
social life awaiting her in Oregon. Very few settlers had gone out
there so far; the last group had consisted of Methodist
missionaries the year before. To his knowledge, there wasn’t anyone
else her age, or even close to it, living in the Willamette Valley.
In effect, by taking her with them, her parents were banishing her
to a life of loneliness. Or perhaps they were counting on more
settlers arriving later on. He didn’t rightly know and didn’t feel
it was his business to pry.

Now, as Libbie joined the others, Simon
looked around and saw her. “Get back to the wagon, girl,” he
ordered sternly.

“But Mrs. Webster—” Libbie
said in her musical voice.

“She’s coming around,”
Simon said. “Cora probably just had the wind knocked out of her.”
He pointed at the first wagon. “Do as I told you and get back in
there.”

“Yes, Pa,” Libbie said,
her slender shoulders slumping as she did his bidding.

Nate’s forehead creased in thought but he
said nothing. Were he the girl’s father, he certainly wouldn’t
treat her in the hard fashion Simon did. It was not his place,
though, to intervene. Some parents, he knew, were much stricter
than others. Simon Banner could do as he pleased. But given the
man’s disposition, Nate figured the poor girl must be going through
living hell.

Cora Webster’s eyelids fluttered. She
abruptly revived and sat up, screeching at the top of her lungs,
“The bear! The bear!”

“It’s all right, dear,”
Alice Banner said, taking Cora’s hands in hers. “You’re perfectly
safe. That horrible beast is dead thanks to Mr. King.”

“It is?” Cora said, gazing
around in wide-eyed bewilderment. Then she spotted the body.
Exhaling in relief, she sadly shook her head and said, “I tried to
get out of the way, but I just couldn’t. It was as if I turned to
stone.”

“There’s no need to
explain yourself,” Alice soothed her. “The sight of a charging bear
is enough to petrify any soul.”

Until that moment Neil Webster, a skinny man
sporting a walrus mustache, had stayed to one side, allowing Alice
to restore his wife to her senses. Moving nearer, he bent down and
took hold of Cora’s arm. “Come. I’ll get you into our wagon where
you can rest from your ordeal.”

“Perhaps she should be
examined for broken bones,” Alice suggested.

“I feel fine,” Cora said.
“Truly. There’s no cause to worry yourself on my
account.”

“We’re all in this venture
together, aren’t we?” Alice responded. “We must stick together
through thick and thin if we hope to reach the promised land
safely.”

Nate walked to his stallion. The “promised
land” was the phrase most often used of late to describe the
verdant splendor of the Oregon Territory. He had yet to visit the
region himself, but if the tales he had heard from those who had
been there were any indication, then the remote Northwest qualified
as Paradise on earth. He began reloading his guns, starting with
the Hawken.

Simon Banner cleared his throat. “We’ll stay
here another hour to give Cora plenty of time to rest.”

“No, we won’t,” Nate said as he
opened his powder horn. “We’re leaving just as soon as all of you get on your
wagons.”

“What?” Simon said,
turning. “Why, pray tell?”

“Because we’re still five
hours shy of South Pass. We’re still in Sioux country, and they
can’t always be counted on to be friendly. Sometimes they are.
Sometimes they’re out for scalps.”

Banner surveyed the sea of waving grass
surrounding the stand. “Did you see some Sioux while you were
scouting up ahead?”

“No.”

“Then we’re perfectly
safe, hidden among these trees.”

With the patient air of a teacher
instructing a six-year-old, Nate explained while he worked. “On the
prairie sound travels a long ways. At night you’ll hear wolves
howling and swear they’re right outside your camp when they’re far
off.” He began pouring the right amount of black powder into his
palm. “A gunshot too can carry for miles if the wind is right. And
since few Indians have guns, whenever they hear a shot they know
white men must be responsible and they go investigate.”

“So you’re saying some
Sioux might have heard our shots and be on their way here at this
very moment?”

“You catch on
quick.”

The others cast nervous glances in all
directions, except for Alice Banner, who made straight for her
wagon, saying over her shoulder, “You heard the man, husband. Let’s
not dally. We’ve put too many miles behind us to end up as fly
bait.”

Her words galvanized everyone into action.
Harnesses were checked, water skins and whatever else they had
removed from their wagons were placed back on, and the husbands
assisted their wives in climbing up.

Nate tucked the reloaded flintlocks under
his belt, one on either side of his large metal buckle, gripped his
rifle, and swung onto the stallion. All eyes were on him, and he
could well imagine the picture he must present. Dressed in fringed,
beaded buckskins, with a large butcher knife on his left hip, a
tomahawk on his right, and his powder horn and ammunition pouch
slanted across his broad chest, he looked every inch as wild and
barbaric as the Indians they dreaded. His mane of black hair
spilling from under his beaver hat only added to the impression.
But anyone familiar with Indians would brand him as a white man
right away; there wasn’t an Indian alive who had the striking green
eyes he did. “Head out and keep the wagons close together,” he
directed.

Pleasant thoughts of his wife and son
filtered through his mind as he assumed the lead. Leaving them for
extended periods, such as when he went off to trap beaver, was
never easy. He always feared hostile Indians would find their cabin
while he was away and slay them.

In recent years the trapping trips took him
farther and farther afield, compounding his worry.

The life of a free trapper had changed
dramatically in recent years, and he often wished things were like
they were when he first started. In 1828, when he ventured into the
Rockies with his Uncle Zeke, beaver were plentiful along every
mountain stream and creek. Nine years later the relentless trapping
had reduced their population drastically. If a man wanted to obtain
prime pelts, he had to trek into isolated areas no one else had
visited. And such areas were few and far between.

Some of the old-timers, including his best
friend and mentor Shakespeare McNair, believed the days of the
trapping fraternity were numbered. In McNair’s case it hardly
mattered since Shakespeare was getting on in years and was content
to quietly pass his time at home with his lovely Flathead wife.

But to Nate the decline of the beaver trade
meant a world of difference. He had a family to feed, clothe, and
otherwise provide for. Supplying the necessities was still
relatively easy; all he had to do was bring down a deer or a
buffalo and they had meat on the table and hides for making
clothes. In that respect, he lived much like his Indian
friends.

Nate wanted more out of life, though. He
wanted to be able to give his loved ones more than the simple
necessities. He also wanted to set a nest egg aside for the future,
for the days when he would be too old to trap or to do much
hunting— provided he lived that long. And besides all that, he
needed work, needed something to do to keep himself busy.

Jim Bridger, a man Nate respected highly,
claimed many more emigrants would be heading to the Oregon
Territory in the years to come, and that there would be a great
need for reliable guides since most settlers “couldn’t find their
backsides with both hands and a mirror, let alone find their way to
the Pacific Coast.” And Bridger, Nate believed, was right.

Which was another reason he had agreed to
take the Banner party to Fort Hall. They were going to pay him one
hundred dollars for his services, a sizeable sum that would tide
his family over until his next prolonged trapping trip. And if he
found the experience agreeable, he might set his sights on hiring
out again as a guide in the future. He made a mental note to buy
old Isaac Fraeb a couple of bottles of whiskey to show his
gratitude for being recommended for the job.

The creak and rattle of a wagon as it drew
even with the stallion brought Nate’s reflection to an end and he
glanced to his right.

“I wanted to have a few
words with you,” Simon Banner said, flicking the reins with his
brawny hands. His team, four sturdy horses well accustomed to
hauling freight wagons, responded superbly.

“What about?” Nate
asked.

“Do you think we’ll reach
Fort Hall on time?”

“We should.”

“I don’t want to be late.
The man my brother-in-law is sending to meet us and take us the
rest of the way might not wait around very long if we don’t show up
by the first of July.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Banner.
I’ll get you there.”

“But I do worry, King. I have the lives of my family
and these other good people to think of. In effect we’ve put our
fate in your hands, and I, for one, am still waiting to be
convinced that you are every bit the able frontiersman Isaac
claimed.”

“If you’re not happy with
me, I’ll ride off now and you can go your own way,” Nate said. He
looked at Alice Banner, touched his hand to his hat, and went to
turn his horse.

“Now hold on!” Simon
blurted. “I didn’t mean to insult you, and I certainly don’t want
you to leave us alone out here in the middle of
nowhere.”

“Perhaps, husband,” Alice
said, “it would be best if you kept as tight a rein on your tongue
as you do on the team.”

Nate saw Simon flush scarlet and smiled at
Alice. Of them all, she was the friendliest, the one he liked the
best. She reminded him of an aunt back in New York, a practical,
no-nonsense sort of woman who always spoke her piece and wasn’t
cowed by anyone.

“What lies on the trail
ahead?” Simon asked quickly to cover his embarrassment.

“Past South Pass we’ll
make for the Green River. From there, we head northwest until we
reach the Snake River area and Fort Hall.”

“You make it sound so
easy.”

“It’s not,” Nate admitted.
“There will be days at a stretch when we’ll need to ration our
water. Grass for the horses will be hard to find at times. There
will be steep grades to deal with and deep rivers to cross. And
every step of the way we’ll have to keep our eyes peeled for
Indians out to count coup.” He stared at the white canvas top
covering the bed of the wagon. “I never thought to ask. You folks
did bring foofaraw, didn’t you?”

“Bring what?” Alice
inquired.

“Sorry, ma’am. Foofaraw is
trapper talk for trade things like ribbons, beads, trinkets, and
whatnot.”

Alice laughed lightly. “What a funny term!
You mountain men sure do invent colorful words.”

Nate straightened. That was the
first time anyone had ever referred to him as a mountain man. He’d heard and used the
expression before, usually in reference to old coons like
Shakespeare who had lived in the rugged mountains nearly all of
their eventful lives. But he had never regarded himself as being a
true mountain man since he hadn’t lived in the Rockies half as long
as most of the few old-timers still alive. He was a free trapper,
plain and simple.

“I’m afraid we didn’t
bring much to trade,” Simon Banner was saying. “No one told us we
would need to.”

The statement worried Nate. He hadn’t
thought to check their provisions when Isaac led him to where they
were camped out on the prairie three days ago, and that oversight
might cause problems later on if they hadn’t brought all they
should. “How many guns does your party have?” he asked.

“Each man has two rifles,”
Simon said, “and Harry and I each brought pistols
along.”

“Good. There’s no telling
when they might come in handy.”

“Perhaps sooner than you
think,” Alice remarked, pointing due west.

Nate shifted, and there, riding hard toward
them, was a band of six warriors mounted on sleek, painted war
ponies. As he laid eyes on the band, the Indians whooped and waved
their weapons overhead.


Chapter Two

No two Indian tribes dressed
exactly alike or wore their hair in the exact same style. Although
many Plains tribes and some mountain dwellers relied extensively on
the buffalo for everything from their clothing to their cooking
utensils and their lodge furnishings, they displayed an endless
variety in making these items that never ceased to fascinate Nate.
In one tribe the men wore loose-fitting, plain shirts, while in
another the men went in for elaborate beadwork, in another long
fringes. In one tribe the parfleches might be small and hand-painted; in
another, large and adorned with bright beads. Even the cradleboards
used by mothers to carry young children were unique with each
tribe.

So it was that Nate recognized the band
galloping swiftly toward him as a roving war party of Sioux. He
hefted the Hawken and braced for the worst. Three wagons loaded
with goods might be more of a temptation than the warriors would
let pass. He was about to raise his hand, to use sign language to
tell the Sioux not to get too close, when they angled to the north,
still whooping and waving their bows and lances. He noticed a tall
warrior in the lead held a long stick from which dangled three long
locks of black hair, and then he understood.

“Simon, don’t!”

Nate turned to see Simon Banner taking aim
with a rifle. “You heard your wife!” he snapped. “They won’t bother
us if we don’t bother them.”

“How can you be sure?”
Simon responded skeptically.

“See that man in the
front?”

“The buck carrying that
stick?” Simon leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “What are those
things hanging from it?”

“Scalps.”

“My word!” Alice
exclaimed.

“They’re on their way back
to their village after a successful raid on one of their enemies,”
Nate detailed. “Right now they’re just taunting us, letting us know
they’re great warriors and that they’re not afraid of us. But they
don’t mean any harm. They’re in a hurry to reach their people so
they can show off the scalps they took and tell about the coup they
counted. The tribe will throw a victory dance for them, and they’ll
likely celebrate for days.”

“How primitive,” Alice
said.

Nate was about to point out that victories
won in battle were big events in Indian life when he spotted Harry
Nesmith, perched on the seat of the second wagon, lifting the
Kentucky. “No!” he roared, and goaded the stallion into a run that
brought him to the wagon in seconds. “Don’t fire!” he commanded.
Then he gazed at the last wagon to verify Neil Webster wasn’t about
to commit the same mistake. “They’ll leave us alone if we don’t
start anything.”

In confirmation, the band was soon little
more than black dots racing across the limitless expanse of verdant
prairie.

“From here on out,” Nate
said to Harry, “no one will fire a gun without first getting my
say-so. And that includes you, Nesmith. You’re a mite too
bloodthirsty for my taste. If you’re not careful, you’ll get us
into a heap of trouble before this trip is done.”

Young Nesmith bristled. “This is my gun,” he
declared, holding the Kentucky out over the edge of his seat, “and
I’ll shoot it any damn time I please.”

Nate didn’t waste time in further debate. He
simply reached up, grabbed the Kentucky, and pulled with all the
might in his arm and shoulder before Nesmith could think to let go.
Which was sufficient to yank Harry clean off of the wagon seat and
to send him sailing head over heels for a good dozen feet to tumble
onto the ground with a resounding thud.

Cora Nesmith screamed.

Sliding down, Nate walked up to Harry, who
had both hands on the ground and was attempting to stand. Without
warning, without ceremony, he slammed the stock of the Hawken into
the side of Harry’s head and Nesmith crumpled like an empty sack of
potatoes. Angry shouts from the right and the left made him look
up.

Both Simon Banner and Neil Webster were
converging on the spot.

“What’s the meaning of
this outrage?” Banner demanded rudely. “You’re supposed to guide
and protect us, not attack us!”

“True enough,” Nate said, “but I
didn’t figure on having to protect you from yourselves. And I’m fed up with having
every word I say tossed back in my face.” He glared at the two
pilgrims. “From here on out, all of you will do as I say when I say
it. One more argument, one more time where one of you thinks he
knows better than I do how to survive out here, and you’ll be on
your own. Savvy?”

“You don’t mean that,”
Neil Webster said.

“Yes, he does,” Simon
stated, kneeling to examine Harry. “All right, King. We’ll do
things your way. But I want you to know I’m not accustomed to
having any man tell me how to live my life.”

Nate spun on his heels and stepped to the
stallion.

“You’re a hard man, King,”
Simon added.

“The Rockies make a man
that way,” Nate said, mounting. “Nature has her lessons to teach,
and the man who fails to learn them doesn’t last long. The
wilderness is no place for weaklings, cowards, or pigheaded fools.”
He rode up to the first wagon, then stopped and looked back to
observe Nesmith being slapped to life.

“Mr. King?” Alice said
softly.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Please forgive my husband
and the other men. They’re really decent, hard-working men at
heart, and they don’t bear you any ill will.” She surveyed the
unknown land to the west. “It’s not easy taking the biggest step of
your entire life, risking everything that you own and those you
love the most, and not knowing how things will turn out in the
end.”

“If you don’t mind my
saying so, ma’am, your husband will do right fine with you by his
side. Every hothead needs a wise woman like yourself to show him
when he’s making a fool of himself.”

“Mr. King! I’m
blushing!”

Grinning, Nate rode slowly forward. Soon the
wagons were in motion again, and the next five hours passed
uneventfully. Added to the rattling of the wagons and the dull thud
of weary hoofs was the rustling of the wind through the high grass.
Occasionally rabbits bounded away in bursts of incredible speed.
Prairie dogs whistled shrilly to warn their fellows or chattered
angrily at the intruders. Deer and antelope kept respectful
distances.

Once a small herd of buffalo interrupted
their grazing to watch the lumbering wagons go by.

Nate liked the plains, but nowhere near as
much as he liked the mountains. Give him the snow-crowned peaks,
the crystal-clear high country lakes, the virgin pine forests
teeming with wildlife, and he was content. On the prairie he felt
too exposed, too vulnerable. There were few places for a man to
seek shelter if set upon.

Consequently, he was relieved when South
Pass finally rose into sight. The mountains themselves had appeared
much sooner, at first as vague blue shapes shimmering on the
horizon. To the north lay the Wind River Range. To the south rose
the Green Mountains. Between them lay the single most accessible
pass through the entire chain of foreboding Rockies, a wide, gently
sloping sandy saddle that wagons could negotiate with ease.

South Pass had been used
regularly by Indians for ages; by white men ever since the early
1820s, when enterprising trappers had availed themselves of the
gateway to enter the previously unexplored Green River country,
which turned out to be a prime trapping region. The annual caravans
bearing supplies from St. Louis to the various Rendezvous sites all relied
on South Pass, and only the year before the caravan had included a
number of wagons.

All this Nate knew well, and it was why he
had guided the emigrants straight to the pass from their camp on
the Plains. He was mildly surprised to note deep ruts in the soil
left by the wagons that had gone over the pass the year before, and
he idly wondered how scarred the earth would be if great numbers of
wagons were to head westward in the years to come as Bridger and
Shakespeare contended would be the case.

He was constantly alert for Indians.
Availing himself of the slope, he turned in his saddle and scanned
the prairie they were leaving behind. The endless sea of grass
shimmered in the sunlight, stretching to the eastern horizon,
broken only by scattered stands of trees and a knoll or two. There
was ample game in evidence but no sign of Indians.

It would be a minor miracle if
they reached Fort Hall without running into hostiles. The Green
River country they were about to cross was a favorite stamping
ground of the highly feared Blackfoot confederacy, consisting of
the formidable Blackfeet themselves and their two allies, the
Bloods and the Piegans. Of the three the Blackfeet were by far the
worst, waging war as they did not only on all whites but also on
every other tribe outside the confederacy. They were the bane of
the Shoshones, Crows, and Nez Percé, all friends to the whites.

Nate had tangled with the Blackfeet on more
occasions than he cared to count, and had no desire to go up
against them again. If he should be killed, the pilgrims wouldn’t
stand a prayer. The Blackfeet would show no mercy, not even to the
women. In fact, the women might suffer a worse fate than the men,
who would undoubtedly be tortured before being slain. Some of the
Blackfeet might be inclined to take the white women into their
lodges, perhaps for the novelty, in effect banishing their captives
to a life of perpetual slavery, to daily backbreaking toil, and
much worse, to never-ending harsh treatment at the hands of the
Blackfoot women.

Suddenly Nate heard a snort, then a low
grunt, both from the other side of the pass. He was almost to the
top, and he hefted his Hawken as he rode high enough to see the
land unfold to the west. There were mountains and valleys and
canyons galore. But much closer was a sight so unexpected that he
reined up in astonishment.

Hundreds and hundreds of shaggy buffaloes
were coming directly toward him.

He realized a large herd was on its way onto
the prairie and the wagons were right in the path of the great
brutes. If a stampede started, the settlers would be caught right
in the middle. There was no time to swing wide and wait for the
herd to pass because the foremost bulls were less than two hundred
yards away. Something else had to be done, and quickly.

Nate wheeled the stallion and raced to the
first wagon. “Buffalo!” he warned them, waving for the other wagons
to close the gap. “Bunch up and sit tight. If the critters
stampede, get in the beds of your wagons and lie low.”

Nesmith and Webster brought up their wagons
rapidly and positioned themselves on either side of Banner’s wagon.
No sooner did they stop than the first line of lumbering bison
appeared.

Buffalo were completely unpredictable. A
herd might flee at the mere sight of a man, or it might stand its
ground until fired upon. Once panicked, a herd was transformed into
an unstoppable force of Nature, rolling over everything in its way,
covering scores of miles in uncontrolled flight. Indians used this
trait to their advantage by driving herds over cliffs. In one day
thousands of bison might be killed, providing enough hides and meat
to last many months.

Individually buffalo were
equally formidable. The bulls stood six feet at the shoulder and
possessed horn spreads of three feet. Weighing upwards of
two thousand
pounds, they could bowl over a horse and rider with ease. And the
cows were not all that much smaller.

Now a surging tide of brutes eager for the
lush prairie grass swept over the rim of South Pass and down the
gradual slope, venting a chorus of grunts, snorts, and bellows as
they advanced.

Nate had moved into the narrow space between
the Banner and Webster wagons, where the stallion couldn’t be
inadvertently gored. He didn’t know how tightly the herd would
press them and feared a stampede at any second. The pale faces of
the settlers showed they shared his anxiety.

The buffaloes drew steadily nearer. Nate
could see their nostrils flaring as they breathed, see their hairy
sides rippling as they walked. The wind bore their strong scent to
him, mingled with the dust raised by thousands of pounding hoofs.
Already the leading ranks had become aware of the wagons and horses
in their path, and the next moment those ranks parted, some bearing
to the left, others to the right, giving the wagons a wide
berth.

Nate hoped none of the women would cry out.
Even a frightened whinny from one of the horses could set the bison
into thunderous motion. He sat perfectly still and held the
stallion the same way. On the wagon seats were six statues. Every
member of the party was as rigid as a rock. Except for Libbie. He
saw her peek out over her mother’s shoulder, agog at the number of
buffalo. If she only knew. This was a big herd, but it was nowhere
near the biggest Nate had seen. Once, he’d sat and watched for a
whole day as an unending stream of the great beasts flowed
southward.

A passing bull suddenly bellowed and gave
the wagons a wary look, then lowered its head and swung its wicked
horns. But the swing was more of a defensive act than an outright
attack, and neither horn came into contact with Webster’s wagon or
the horses.

Nate spotted calves here and
there and heard their distinctive bawling. Usually
born in May or
early June, calves were able to stand thirty minutes after their
birth, to walk within an hour or two, and within two days could
join the herd on its travels. At two months their horns sprouted,
as did their telltale humps.

The air filled with dust. Flies buzzed by.
Harry Nesmith had a coughing fit until Nate glanced sharply at him.
Around the wagons arose the ceaseless sounds of the herd. Minute
after minute dragged by with awful slowness. Nate felt the stallion
fidget and saw the teams doing the same. He wondered if he had
miscalculated, if the herd was much larger than he thought. Then to
his delight, the number of buffalo dwindled. Fewer and fewer went
past. At the rear of the herd walked the old ones and the sick, the
inevitable stragglers, those most likely to be picked off by wolves
out on the prairie.

“Praise the Lord that’s
over!” Alice exclaimed when the last of the buffalo had gone
by.

“I hope I never go through
that again!” Neil Webster said. “Did you see the way those monsters
were looking at us? I thought they’d charge us for
sure.”

Simon was staring at Nate. “Are there a lot
of buffalo between here and Fort Hall? Will this happen again?”

“This was a fluke,” Nate
said, moving in front of the wagons. “Most herds in the mountains
are small. But at this time of the year they like to head out onto
the prairie, and that’s when they form into big groups like the one
we’ve just seen.” He motioned for the wagons to resume
rolling.

“If there is a next time, try to give us more
warning,” Simon commented resentfully. “We could have been
killed.”

Nate controlled his temper and rode to the
crest. The ground was marred by thousands of hoofprints and
droppings. Putting a hand above his eyes to shield them from the
brilliant sunlight, he studied the lay of the land, reacquainting
himself with the more prominent landmarks. He had a certain
destination in mind, a valley watered by a bubbling brook, that he
wanted to reach before dark.

The teams were exhausted by the time he
called a halt, and when the men released the horses from harness,
the animals plodded into the water and stood there drinking
greedily. He watered his stallion before getting down to business,
which entailed giving advice on how best to set up the camp.

With the sun sinking below the western
horizon in a blazing display of vivid colors, a welcome cool breeze
sprang up from the northwest. Soon Harry Nesmith had a crackling
fire going and the women were busy preparing stew for supper. Nate
had bagged a black-tailed buck the evening before, and there was
enough meat left for a feast.

Nate sat on a log near the fire, a twig
between his teeth, and listened to the conversations around him. As
yet he was treated like an outsider and rarely invited to throw in
his two cents worth unless they needed his opinion in his capacity
as their guide. He didn’t mind their attitude all that much. Years
of living in the mountains, of being self-reliant and independent,
had taught him that what others said or did could have no effect on
him unless he let it. And he wasn’t about to let a bunch of uppity
Easterners upset him.

Alice Banner came over. “Mr. King, would you
care for bread with your stew tonight? We have plenty, and I’m more
than happy to share with you.”

“You’re a kind woman, Mrs.
Banner. You remind me a lot of my wife.”

“I do?” Alice said,
smiling self-consciously. She was a robust woman, in her late
forties or early fifties, and her hair, what little could be seen
hanging from under her prim bonnet, was flecked with premature
gray. “I gather you must love your wife very much.”

“That I do.”

“Do you find it hard... ?”
Alice began, then caught herself. “What I mean to say is, do you
like ... ?” Again she stopped, and clasped her hands.

“Do I like being married
to an Indian woman?” Nate finished for her. There was no sarcasm in
her tone, no spite in her eyes, just simple curiosity, as well
there might be in a woman who had lived her entire life in a
sheltered farming community back in the States. “Yes, ma’am. I do.
Winona is beautiful, caring, and intelligent. She speaks English
better than I can speak her tongue, which says a lot because
English is hard for most Indians to pick up.”

“Speaking of English,”
Alice said, “I’ve noticed that you are a cut above most
frontiersmen we’ve met. Many of them use atrocious grammar and the
worst sort of profanity.” She cocked her head. “You, I take it, are
a literate man.”

“I was born and raised in
New York City,” Nate said, and lowered his voice as if confiding a
dark secret. “Don’t let it get around, but I can read and write
with the best of ’em. I’m a big admirer of James Fenimore
Cooper.”

“Cooper? Isn’t he the one who
writes those marvelous books about Indians and such?
The Last of the
Mohicans was
one of his works, was it not?”

“You know your literature,
ma’am.”

“Not really,” Alice said,
and sighed. “I keep up on current events through newspapers and
friends, but Simon limits our reading to the Bible. He believes
that all other books are tainted by the Devil’s
influence.”

“Even books like Cooper’s?
Nate asked. This was the first he had ever heard of such a notion
and he didn’t quite know how to take it.

“Especially those kinds of
books. Simon says they offer a man’s view of the world when what we
really need to know is God’s view.” She glanced around and saw her
husband moving toward the fire. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d
better finish with supper.” Off she hastened.

Nate rose and stretched. He was a religious
man himself, insomuch as he believed there was a God and he tried
to live the Golden Rule as much as possible given the harsh nature
of life in the wilderness, but the idea of being allowed to read
from only the Bible struck him as fanatical. What about all the
other great thoughts and beautiful sentiments that had been
expressed by writers down through the ages? Didn’t they count for
anything?

He shook his head, grabbed the Hawken, and
began to make a circuit of the camp. Stars had blossomed in the
heavens. There were trees close at hand, aspens and others, and
their leaves rustled in the wind. Cradling the rifle, he made sure
the horses were all tethered, then turned.

From in the trees came a soft noise.

Nate was in a crouch in a flash, the Hawken
leveled and cocked. A quick look at the fire revealed all three
couples were accounted for. The noise was repeated over and over.
It sounded like a low moan, as if someone was in pain. Puzzled, he
worked his way into the trees and halted. Now it sounded like
someone crying.

On cat’s feet he stalked forward until he
saw a familiar figure leaning on a trunk and sobbing
uncontrollably. He rose and took a step backward, not wanting to
intrude on her privacy, but his heel crunched down on a dry twig
that snapped loudly and she whirled like a cornered animal, fear
lining her features until she saw him.

“Mr. King!”

“Sorry, Libbie,” Nate
said. Something inside told him to keep his voice low so her
parents wouldn’t overhear. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I’m
leaving.”

“I just needed some air,”
Libbie said, swiping at her damp eyes. She sniffled and gazed over
his shoulder. “Is my pa hunting for me?”

“No.”

Libbie nodded and dabbed at her eyes with
her right sleeve. “I guess I’m more miserable over leaving all my
friends and kin than I thought.”

“I know how rough it can
be,” Nate said.

“Do you?” Libbie
responded. She squared her shoulders and walked forward. “Life is
rougher on some of us than on others.”

“Strange words coming from
one so young.”

That stopped her. “Do you have
to be an adult to know a broken heart? To have all your hopes and
dreams ruined? To have the only true happiness you’ve ever
known torn
from you?”

“I reckon not.”

Then she was gone, darting through the trees
and to the wagons, coming on them from the rear so no one at the
fire would notice. She vanished inside her parents’ wagon in a
swirl of blond hair.

What the dickens was that all
about? Nate asked himself, moving into the open.
He’d seen
her face as she went by, a face mirroring uncommon inner torment
for a sixteen-year-old. True, by frontier standards a
sixteen-year-old was considered a grown-up. But Libbie was from
back East, and her parents were the sort to zealously safeguard
their daughter from anything that might harm her. Hard as nails
Simon Banner might be, yet there was no denying the man cared for
his family.

Nate scanned the encampment, gazed to the
south, to the north, and the east. And froze, a tingle of
apprehension rippling down his spine. For in the distance, at about
where South Pass should be, was a yellow pinpoint of light that
could only be one thing.

It was another campfire.


Chapter
Three

At night, when the pristine landscape was
plunged in shrouding darkness, flickering campfires stood out like
lighthouse beacons sweeping the sea, a certain lure for possible
enemies. Which was why experienced frontiersmen and Indians alike
took particular pains to build their fires where the flames
couldn’t be seen from any great distance. Only a fool who wanted to
die advertised his presence in the wilderness.

Nate had picked their campsite wisely in
that respect. The narrow valley in which he had called a halt
opened to the east, and there were trees at the valley mouth that
served as an effective screen from possible prying eyes. He always
had the safety of the Banner party uppermost in mind when he
selected places to stop.

But whoever had set up camp near the top of
South Pass, he reflected, was just asking for trouble. The fire was
high up where it could be seen for miles around. Since no Indian in
his right mind would ever be so foolish, the fire must have been
built by white men. Greenhorns, at that.

Nate walked to the fire, where the women
were busy preparing the meal and the men were huddled together in
conversation. “We’re not alone,” he informed them.

All six of them stopped whatever they were
doing to look at him.

“What’s that?” Simon
asked.

“We have neighbors,” Nate
said, raising his right arm and pointing. Eleanor Nesmith gasped.
One of the men muttered an oath.

“Indians, you think?” Neil
Webster inquired anxiously.

“Not likely,” Nate said.
“But we’ll know soon enough. I figure to ride back there and see
who it is.”

Simon turned.
“Now?”

“I don’t like the fact
that they’re right on our trail. It could be a coincidence. Then
again, it might not. This is the perfect time to find out. I can
get close to their camp without them noticing, and if they strike
me as being unfriendly, I’ll persuade them to stop following
us.”

“But if they’re white men
they must be friendly,” Alice said.

“Not necessarily, ma’am.
There are some nasty sorts out here who are worse than hostile
Indians. Some years ago I had a run-in with a wicked bunch who went
around killing trappers for their money. Another time I tangled
with some white men who kidnapped my wife. And I shouldn’t forget
Crazy George, who took a fancy to human flesh and ate other
folks.”

The women were aghast.

“This Crazy George was a
cannibal?” Cora Webster said, a dainty hand pressed to her pale
throat.

“That he was,” Nate
confirmed. “He confessed to eating about eight people before he met
his Maker. It seems he got started one winter when he was snowed in
way up in the Rockies. He ran out of food, couldn’t hunt game, and
decided the only way he would survive until spring was if he ate
the Indian woman who lived with him.”

Cora appeared about to faint. “How
disgusting,” she said weakly.

“The man was clearly not
in his right mind,” Elizabeth Nesmith declared. She moved closer to
her husband and he draped a protective arm around her
shoulder.

“Why tell us this and
scare the women so?” Harry Nesmith asked, his resentment
transparent. “First you take me by surprise and almost cave in my
skull, and now you’re deliberately frightening the women. If you
ask me, you’re a poor excuse for a guide.”

“I didn’t ask you,” Nate
shot back. “And if I’d been trying to bust your head open instead
of teaching you a lesson, you’d be feeding the worms right this
minute.” He nodded at the distant firelight. “I didn’t tell you
about my experiences just to scare you, but to let you know that
some white men are as evil as can be so you’ll be on your guard
until you get to your destination.”

“How nice of you,” Simon
said dryly. “But I’m more concerned about having you up and leave
us at a time like this. What if something happens to you? How will
we reach Fort Hall?”

“It’s a two hour ride to
the pass if I push my horse,” Nate answered. “With luck I’ll be
back before midnight.”

“I don’t want you to go,”
Simon stubbornly persisted. “Would you rather be taken by surprise
by a pack of cutthroats out to steal everything you own?” Nate
snapped, and when no one made a reply he pivoted and retrieved his
saddle and Epishemore. His was typical of the square pieces of
buffalo robes used by the trapping fraternity under their saddles
to keep their mounts from being chafed. He walked to the stallion,
and with a deft flip aligned the Epishemore on its back. Then he
applied the saddle.

The settlers had followed him.

“At least take one of us
with you,” Simon proposed. “You might need help.”

“I can manage quite well
on my own,” Nate said. “You’ll be busy keeping watch here. Until I
return, have a man on guard at all times. And remember to snuff out
the fire after you’re done with your meal.”

“Be careful,
King.”

Nate glanced at him. Was Banner genuinely
concerned about his welfare or only thinking of how hard it would
be for the emigrants to survive on their own? He gave the man the
benefit of the doubt. “Thanks. I always am.” The Hawken clutched in
his left hand, he swung up. “By midnight,” he said, and rode
eastward.

Despite the long hours of
travel put in earlier, the stallion was rested and raring to go.
“Come on, Pegasus,” he said softly, using the name he had given the
horse when it was presented to him by the Nez
Percé. He
gave the animal an affectionate pat on the neck. “Let’s get this
over with so I can get some sleep tonight.”

He gave the stallion its head, feeling the
cool air caress his face and fan his hair. His stomach rumbled,
reminding him he should have snatched a bite to eat before leaving.
Off to the right an owl hooted. To the left, deep in the forest, a
wolf howled and was immediately answered by another.

Without the overloaded wagons to slow him
down, he reached South Pass in half the time it otherwise would
have taken. Had it been daylight he would have gotten there even
sooner. But at night a rider had to be extra careful to avoid
obstacles and holes that might harm his mount. So he held the
stallion to a trot instead of going at a gallop.

The pungent odor of wood smoke tingled his
nose as he entered pines to the south of the pass and slowly worked
his way closer to the campfire. He tied Pegasus two hundred yards
from his goal to prevent any horses in the camp from detecting the
stallion’s scent and acting up, thus alerting whoever was
there.

Nate loosened both flintlocks
under his belt, then crouched and stalked upward until he could see
a pair of clean-shaven men seated in front of the dancing flames.
Both were white, both wearing homespun clothes. Working his way to
the last of the trees, he flattened and crawled to within
fifteen
feet of the
unsuspecting pair. They were eating heartily, chomping and slurping
soup from tins. Four horses were tethered across
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