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THE BEGINNING
1805-1806





Chapter 1

Clearwater River Valley—1805

IT WAS SEPTEMBER, and the camas fields were ready to be harvested. The long stems, their flowers now faded, were through waving at the sky like so many blue fingers. The lakes were starting to change, their deep blue and blue-green waters taking on the grays of autumn. Already, the high passes through the Bitterroots were clogged with early snow. The men, most of them, were gone, eastward through the mountains to the buffalo grounds of Montana and south across the Blue Mountains to punish the Bannocks for a raid on the horse herds. They would not be back until the spring, maybe even the late summer.

Sometimes the hunts lasted for eighteen months and sometimes they lasted for years. While the warriors were gone, the Nez Percé camps belonged to the women and children, a handful of old men, and a few warriors. But there was little to fear. The Blackfeet would not try the passes until the spring. The Shoshone were, if not friendly, at least distant, content to stay to the south, except during trading season, when they needed horses or the camas cakes and salmon the Nez Percé had to trade. And the Bannocks were on the run, with Broken Arm in hot pursuit. Secure in their homelands, the Nez Percé could pay attention to the only business that mattered, getting enough food to see them through the winter and tending to the huge herds of spotted horses.

Tu-eka-kas, like the other boys, would help, but not just yet. His mother was already in the camas field, poking the soft earth with a sharp stick to turn over the fat, fleshy tubers one by one. He was supposed to be helping, but he was late. Still, he was often late, and his mother would not yet be worried.

Squatting in a stand of pines, watching the cold, clear water of the creek tumble over the stones, sucking in the pine-scented air, he realized there were too many things to distract him. Since he was not yet ten, work was still optional for him, and as long as he helped a little, no one would pay much attention to how much.

Something darted out from behind a rock in the water, something brown, probably a trout, he thought. Moving closer, leaning over the fast-moving brook, he reached down into the water. It was cold, and made his fingers feel stiff, as if they had turned to stone. The brook bottom was sandy, dotted with stones the size of his fist, the size of his father’s fist, and even larger. Not much sun made it through the trees, but the occasional splotches of light made it even more difficult to see. The trout took advantage of the shade. He saw it again, darting from one rock to another, even larger. It stayed almost motionless, its fins moving just enough to keep it in place against the cold current.

He was leaning out now, canting his head, trying to look through the gloss of light that came and went whenever the wind swayed the crowns of the tall pines. When the gun went off, he lost his balance and fell on one knee into the cold water.

Blackfeet, he thought. It must be. They got guns from the east, from the Sioux and the Hidatsa. But if the Blackfeet had come over the mountains, it could be for only one reason—a raid. And most of the warriors were gone.

Tu-eka-kas scrambled out of the creek, ignoring the chilly water still trickling down his legs, ignoring the numbness that made his legs feel wooden and useless.

He looked up the slope, trying to see through the dense ranks of the pines, but he saw nothing unusual. He had to find out who had fired the gun. He started up the mountainside, using the larger pines for cover. With the movement, feeling returned to his water-numbed limbs, and he realized he was breathing hard, harder than the zigzagging run required. With a shock, he understood what it was—it was fear, an intense fear he hadn’t felt for many years.

He stopped now, trying to put his thoughts in order. They were all confused, tangled in the clinging threads of his fear that covered them like vines, made them hard to move, hard to sort out.

There had been only the one shot, and it made him wonder what the target had been. If a war party of Blackfeet had stumbled on some of his people, there would have been more than one shot. He would have heard war cries, too, horrible yelps and howls that would have thickened his blood and made his heart stop. But after the gunshot, its echo had slowly faded away. And the silence had returned. Now all he could hear was the slowly receding muttering of the brook as he left it behind, and the scratch of breath in his throat. Leaning close to a large pine, wrapping his arms around it for a moment, he could hear the beating of his heart, a distant thunder in his ears. He could feel the throbbing in his chest, like a small fist pounding on his rib cage, something trying to get out.

He realized that the birds had fallen silent. For a moment he thought they had gone, then he looked up and saw them, perched on their limbs, their heads cocked, listening. He cocked his own head, as if in imitation, but could hear nothing but the brook.

Taking a deep breath, he started up the mountainside again, taking care now to let the thick carpet of needles cushion the fall of his moccasins. His hands were trembling. His mind, ordinarily so active, could concentrate on only one thing. In its eye he saw a gargantuan Blackfoot warrior, blood dripping from his lips and from the gore-darkened blade in his right hand. The eyes were full of fire that seemed to spin, and when they fell on him, he felt his heart stop for the second time.

Once more he stopped to listen. He imagined he could hear voices, but they were low and he just wasn’t sure. He would have to get closer. As he darted from tree to tree, almost as afraid of stopping as he was of pushing on, his nostrils twitched. Smoke! He looked up, expecting to see thin gray tendrils drfting through the tall, arrow-straight trunks of the thick pines, but he saw nothing unusual—just the dark masses of the crowns of the massive pines, the bright patches of blue and occasional white where the sky seeped like water down through the forest canopy.

But it was smoke, all the same. He was sure. In the shade of the forest, it was getting cooler as he climbed. The wind whispered fitfully and the limbs of the pines bent slightly, sending a thin shower of needles sifting down through the branches, hissing like water on a hot rock as they scraped from limb to limb then plummeted. Some of them pelted his neck and shoulders, stinging like small, harmless bees.

The smell of smoke was getting stronger now. He stopped once more, this time to listen for the crackle of the flames, the pop of exploding bubbles of sap, the sudden rush as a spurt of flame licked up along a branch full of dry needles. He wondered if he had been mistaken. Maybe his imagination had been playing tricks on him. Maybe it wasn’t a gunshot at all, but a clap of thunder. Maybe lightning had struck a dead tree far up the mountainside, sending flame lapping down along the dry and brittle bark of the trunk and a shower of burning needles cascading down onto the forest floor.

But it hadn’t been loud enough for that. It couldn’t have been thunder. The sky was too clear, the wind too gentle. It had been a gunshot, and nothing else.

Then he heard the first pop of the flames and, behind it, voices, soft, as if whoever spoke knew he was there and didn’t want to be overheard. Above him, the ground curved up, then bellied down into a small hollow. It was still three hundred yards or so until he would be close enough, and he realized he should circle around so that he could look down into the hollow without running the risk of exposing himself.

Moving to the left, his eyes pinned to the lip of the hollow, Tu-eka-kas tripped over a small boulder and went sprawling. The loose needle carpet dug into his flesh as he skidded several feet downhill, with a sound like snow avalanching from the treetops in springtime. He held his breath and fought off the urge to cry out. Getting carefully to his knees, he plucked the needles that had stabbed into his thighs and chest. It reminded him of when his mother would pull pin feathers from a duck or the old men would pluck tail feathers from a captive eagle to make their warbonnets.

Every needle burned as he pulled it free, and he could feel the fire of the resin squeezed under his skin. When he had the last needle out, he ran his fingers over his skin and felt the hard pebbles, as if he had been bitten by a swarm of mosquitoes. He knew the bumps would be red and would well out like small hills, but there was no time to worry about it now.

So absorbed in ridding himself of the stinging needles, he forgot to be quiet. He held his breath when he realized it, and cocked one ear uphill. Still, he could hear the crackle of the flames, and the tang of smoke was stronger now. Under the wood smoke was the scent of something else—meat. It made him hungry, and his stomach turned over once, then growled at him.

Starting uphill again, he made a wide circle to the left and promised himself he wouldn’t stop until he could look down on the man who was cooking the meat, and the man or men he’d been talking to. He was used to the slopes and sprinted easily. Knowing where they were, he was less worried about running into them. His curiosity had pushed the fear aside, but it was still there, tugging at the back of his mind the way he tugged at the back of his mother’s dress when he wanted her attention.

Tu-eka-kas was even with the hollow now. Another hundred yards up the mountainside would bring him to a point from which he could observe the bowllike depression in the pine-covered slope. All he’d have to do then was move carefully back to the right, a hundred yards or a little more ought to be enough. He was far enough below the crest of the mountain that the forest was still thick. There would be plenty of cover, as long as he was careful.

As soon as he was high enough, he stopped once more to listen, and to catch his breath. Again he could hear the muttering: three voices, maybe more. The men were keeping their voices low, but they didn’t sound as if they were afraid. And he could hear enough to know that it was not the hated Blackfeet below him. But who could it be? It wasn’t Cayuse or Shoshone that was being spoken. And it wasn’t Umatilla or Spokan or Flathead. He’d heard those languages many times. Whoever these people were, they were of a kind he’d not encountered before.

The needle carpet was loose, and he took care in placing his feet. He crept now, from tree to tree, often waiting nearly a minute beside each tree before daring to slip from behind the rough trunk and make his way to the next. He could see the firelight now, not bright, because sunlight still spilled through the trees, but it was there, a faint orange wash on the trunks of the pines, and there was smoke in the air now, too, smoke he could see, the gray-white smoke of burning pine. It coiled straight up along the tree trunks, then spread out in a thin cloud where the wind made it swirl and ripple. Whoever these men were, they were not concerned about being seen. He knew that now, because the smoke would have been a dead giveaway. Either they were men who had no fear, or they were stupid enough to think they had no reason to be afraid.

Ten yards away, a small cluster of boulders, their rounded backs humped like turtles, bulged out of the needled floor. He ran to it, skidding on his rump behind the largest rock. After listening patiently to make certain he hadn’t been discovered, he turned on his belly and crawled up over the rock, keeping his head down to avoid detection.

There were six of them, men he’d never seen before, men like no others he’d ever seen. They wore thick layers of clothing and had hair on their faces. And they were busy butchering a horse, a gelding that belonged to Broken Arm. They used metal-bladed knives to skin the horse, and as he watched they cut great hunks of meat from the carcass, then sliced them into thick steaks and spitted them for the fire.

Some were already cooking over the flames, dripping fat in great gouts that burst into bubbles of yellow flame when they landed in the fire. Each gout hissed like a diamondback for a few seconds, then the burst of flame died down and the noise stopped until another glob of fat fell into the fire.

He listened again, but understood nothing. He didn’t know who these men were, but he knew they had guns, and he knew they had killed a horse that did not belong to them. There was only one thing to do. He had to run to the camp and tell Twisted Hair.

Now.





Chapter 2

BUT TU-EKA-KAS WAS PARALYZED. He didn’t know whether to stay and watch the strange men butcher the horse or run back to the village. He counted them once more, even creeping a little closer to make certain he saw everything important, then backed away from the boulders and turned to run. Moving away from the strangers, he was less afraid, and ran with abandon, his legs pumping like pistons, his moccasins slipping on the shifting carpet of needles.

He didn’t stop until his chest felt like the slowly building fire inside it would burn him to cinders. Gulping air, he skidded to a halt beside the same brook where he had been watching the trout. He bent over, cupped his hands, and swallowed several mouthfuls of the cold, clear water. He was worried now, because Twisted Hair’s camp was a long way away. There was no point in running to the camas fields, because only women were there. If the strangers meant trouble for his people, it would be important to have warriors—and weapons. The strange men weren’t Blackfeet, but they had guns like the Blackfeet had. He’d counted three or four of the long guns, and there might even be more. There might even be more men, for all he knew. But there was no time to wait, no time to count. No time to do anything but run.

The fire in his chest had died down, and he took one more scoop of cold water before breaking into a trot, then a fast run. He wished his father were in camp, but there was nothing to be done about it now.

It was nearly five miles to the nearest village—a small one, at that—on the banks of the Clearwater. Twisted Hair was even farther away, but he wanted to tell someone what he’d seen, someone older, someone who already had a wyakin to turn to, to ask for help, for guidance. He struck the bank of the Clearwater a mile later, then headed downstream, keeping to the edge of the water where the travel was easiest. It would still take him an hour, but there was no getting around that, just as there was nothing to be done about his absent father—or the strange men butchering a horse that did not belong to them.

Tu-eka-kas tried to plan what he would say when he reached the camp. He thought over all the times he had stayed with the other boys just outside the reach of the campfire, listening to the chiefs talk. They were always so careful about what they said. Everything fit together. Everything made sense. What was important was said first; then, as the chiefs and the warriors argued about what to do, the little things were added, until everyone knew enough to make a decision.

Not everyone would agree with that decision, and that was all right. The people were free to do what they wished. But they knew that there was strength in numbers, and that if the village stuck together, or, if the emergency was great enough, if all the villages stuck together, then they would be strong enough to deal with it. It all seemed so simple to him now. So he planned what he would say.

He would be just like his father, and like Twisted Hair and Broken Arm and the others. Maybe it was time for him to go off alone, he thought, time to learn about his own wyakin. It was important, in times like these, to know where to turn. But it was a big step, and he needed his father’s advice for something so important.

His legs turned to lead as he ran, and sometimes his feet slipped on the smooth grass, but he kept on running. By the time he reached the village, his thoughts were jumbled, and as he staggered into the clearing he no longer knew what to say first. What was most important? he wondered.

Concentrating on his thoughts, he stumbled over a pile of pine boughs and fell headlong, narrowly missing a fire where one of the old men was boiling the horns of a bighorn sheep to soften them so they could be shaped to make a bow.

A woman heard the commotion and came running from one of the doors to the long lodge. He didn’t know her name, but recognized her face. She was friendly with his mother and knew his name.

“Tu-eka-kas,” she said, trying hard not to laugh. “What’s wrong? Have the Blackfeet tried to steal you away?”

The boy scrambled to his feet. He wanted to tell her, but all he could do was shake his head. He couldn’t breathe, and the fire in his chest was licking its way through his ribs, threatening to consume him. He opened his mouth to explain, but could only gasp.

“What is it, then? What has happened? Why are you running?”

Tu-eka-kas doubled over, gasping for air. “I … they … the men … they had guns … strange men …” He stopped, panting, and dropped to his knees again.

The woman looked at him with alarm. “You’re not making this up, are you? You saw something, didn’t you?”

He nodded his head, then doubled over and threw up. The woman gathered him in her arms and picked him up as lightly as if he were an empty wicker basket. She ran to the lodge, calling out to those inside. Several women poked their heads out, and as they saw the woman with her burden they ran toward her, calling to others that something had happened.

The woman ducked her head and stepped down into the lodge. She lay Tu-eka-kas on a woven mat, then sent another woman for water. Brushing the hair, soaked with sweat, little beads of which glittered in the light of a small fire, out of his eyes, she cooed soothingly, “It’ll be all right, Tu-eka-kas. You’re safe now.”

The boy shook his head wildly, rolling his shoulders with the energy of his denial. He tried to sit up against the pressure of her hands, but she was too strong for him, and held him down against the mat.

The woman sent for water was back now, carrying a small, densely woven basket full of cold water from the creek above the camp. The woman who knew his mother held the bowl to his lips, and Tu-eka-kas clasped his hands around her strong fingers. He could feel the coolness of the basket in the spaces between the woman’s fingers and gulped the water down.

He was beginning to regain his composure. The woman sensed this and let him sit up, but held her hands ready to haul him back in case he should try to bolt. Looking back over her shoulder, she said, “Go get Too-hool-eka.” Two young women dashed out of the lodge in search of the chief.

While she waited for the headman she continued trying to calm the boy. “Just relax. You’re all upset. It couldn’t have been that terrible, could it?”

Once more he gave his head a vigorous shake in the affirmative. She nodded as if in agreement. “All right, then, when Too-hool-eka gets here, you tell us what happened. In the meantime, try not to get upset again.” The boy nodded and lay back, this time of his own accord, on the woven mat.

Moments later, the headman, who was a chief but no longer young enough to go on the buffalo hunts or war parties, entered the lodge. His hands were still sticky with the fish glue he had been using to bind deerhide to a new bow he was fashioning for his son. He nodded to the women, and they made way for him. Kneeling beside Tu-eka-kas, he reached out to pat the boy on the shoulder. Tu-eka-kas could feel the tug on his skin as the old man’s hand came away.

“What’s wrong?” the old man asked.

The boy gulped, swallowed hard, and shook his head. “The men, strange men. They killed a horse. Broken Arm’s horse, I think, I’m not sure …”

“All right, tell us about the men, first. Blackfeet?”

Tu-eka-kas shook his head.

“Shoshone?”

Again the negative shake of the head.

The old man nodded as if to himself. “Snakes, then?”

“No,” the boy said. “They had white skin. I never saw men like them before. They did not dress like us. They did not dress like any men I have ever seen. And their skins were white. They killed the horse and they were butchering it. They were cooking the meat over a fire. They ate like they were starving.”

“White-skinned men? Are you sure?”

The boy nodded.

“How many?”

“Six … at least, I saw six. Maybe more. I don’t know….”

“Where?”

He told them about the depression near the top of the mountain, about the fire, and about how far he had run. The old man rubbed his chin with the glue-thickened fingers. In the silence, everyone could hear the ancient skin rubbing against itself and the soft crackle of the lodge fire. And they could hear the old man grunting to himself, and his breath, which was growing more rapid, as if he were disturbed.

Finally, he straightened. Looking down at Tu-eka-kas from his full height, Too-hool-eka said, “Rest. In a little while you will show me the white-skinned men. We need to talk to Watkuweis. Where is she?”

“She is in Twisted Hair’s village,” one of the women said.

“Good. We will need Twisted Hair to go with us.”

“Why Watkuweis?” the woman asked.

“She has told us many times about white-skinned men. A long while ago, after she was taken by the Blackfeet, she lived for a time far away among men with white skins. She can tell us again about them. It will be a help. Send someone to Twisted Hair and tell him to bring Watkuweis here with him. Don’t tell him anything else, just that it is important that he come here with Watkuweis. He will know what to do.”

The old man then shooed the rest of the people away. He stamped his foot and waved his arms until everyone had moved to the far end of the long lodge. Then, folding his arms, he sat down beside the boy. “You were very brave,” he said.

The boy chewed at his lower lip. “I wanted to tell everything just right, like in the council, but …”

“You did well.”

“No, I didn’t know how to say what was important. I wasn’t clear. When you and my father and other warriors talk in the council, it’s different. I wanted it to be like that, but it wasn’t.”

“Tu-eka-kas,” the old man said, patting him on the knee, “the important thing about the council is that everyone know what they need to know to make a decision. That is the way we do things, and that is just what you have told us. Someday, when you are older, you will speak as a chief before the council, and you will see then that what I say is true.”

“Then why did you send for Twisted Hair?”

“Because if you are right, then things are never going to be the same for us. Not ever again.”

“But why?”

“Where do you think the Blackfeet get their long guns?”

The boy shrugged.

“From people to the east, but where do you think they get them?”

He shrugged again.

“From the white-skinned men. And if they have found their way to us, others can, too. And others will. And already we need guns to protect ourselves from the Blackfeet and the Snakes. Soon we will need more guns, and maybe bigger guns. That is important to know. And that is what you have told us. Just as I would have told it in the council. You have done well. It isn’t your fault that the news you bring is bad.”

“What will Twisted Hair do?”

It was the old man’s turn to shrug. “What is there to do?”





Chapter 3

TWISTED HAIR PUSHED the boy forward. “Go on, Tu-eka-kas, show me where you saw them.”

The boy started to move, but his limbs seemed to have a mind of their own. He kept looking back at the chief, feeling the trembling in his arms and legs. This was not how it was supposed to be. He had already seen nine winters, and it wasn’t right that his body should betray him like this. Twisted Hair gave him an encouraging smile, but still the boy’s legs rebelled.

The chief walked to the boy, patted him on the shoulder, and then knelt beside him. “I have an idea,” he said. “I’ll go first. If I make a mistake, you tell me. All right? Can you help me?”

The boy nodded, relieved of his burden. “Yes,” he whispered.

“Can you do that?” the chief asked, giving him one more chance to change his mind. He knew he could find the place the boy described, but it would take time. It was better to be shown the way. Time was too precious to waste now.

Tu-eka-kas nodded his head and pointed upstream. “That way,” he said, his voice clear and strong for the first time since the chief had arrived.

Twisted Hair nodded and stood again, looking upstream the way the boy had pointed. He started slowly, letting the boy get used to the idea, then picked up his pace almost unnoticeably. He could see the prints of the boy’s moccasins in the grass, and followed them, glancing back once in a while to reassure Tu-eka-kas and give him a chance to correct the course, if necessary.

The four warriors followed the boy. Their faces were immobile, their dark eyes flitting from place to place along the watercourse, occasionally darting to the far bank, just to make sure they weren’t being flanked. Tu-eka-kas was feeling more confident now and soon moved up beside the chief, but said nothing. He knew better than to engage in idle chatter. It was important that they all be silent, in case the white-skinned men had somehow followed him, or stumbled this way by accident. If they had found the river, they would certainly follow it, since the going was always easier along the banks of a stream.

Soon Tu-eka-kas was bouncing along ahead of Twisted Hair, looking back now and then and waving one small bronze hand to hurry the chief and the warriors after him. He watched the trees, sometimes the ground, but mostly the sky, as if he expected something terrible to appear there, something that would swoop down on them all and carry them away in its awful talons. He didn’t know quite why, but he had sensed some apprehension in the adults, as if they feared the same thing and had somehow communicated it to him without words.

Watkuweis had told them something about the white-skinned men she had seen in the east. She said they were kind to her, had strong medicine, and many things that were too wondrous to be described or, if described, too strange to be believed. But she had done little to reassure the chief. He was concerned about the weapons the intruders carried. He had seen firsthand what guns could do, when a party of Blackfeet with three of the long guns had attacked a small hunting party. Three of his people had been killed and two more badly wounded, one of whom died a few days later. The rest had been lucky to escape with their lives.

He knew that his people needed guns to protect themselves, but knew, too, that it would be far better if no one, especially the Blackfeet, had the deadly weapons. Bows and arrows were enough and no one made a better bow than the Nimipu. Everyone knew that, even the Blackfeet. The bows were highly prized and often traded for a high price at the Dalles, the trading places on the Columbia River or over the mountains to the east.

When the boy turned to the east and started into the pine forest, it grew cooler, and Twisted Hair wondered whether it was just the deep shade of the trees or something else that made him feel the chill. They moved easily among the trees, but were more tense now, more watchful. The closer they came to the place where the horse had been slaughtered, the more cautious they became. Twisted Hair sent Tu-eka-kas to the rear of the line now, but the boy pouted and the chief relented. Instead, he took the boy by the hand and held a finger to his lips to cut off the protest forming on the boy’s lips.

They were heading uphill now, a steep slope through the trees. Underfoot, the pine needles whispered under the weight of moccasined feet. The forest was silent, except for a few birds that darted among the tall trunks, looking more like bats than anything else in the shadows high above them. Patches of sunlight, few and far between, dappled the forest floor.

As they drew near the place of the butchery, the smell of smoke hung in the air and the scent of charred horseflesh. Twisted Hair called a halt for a moment and listened to the silence. Even the birds grew quiet and the air seemed to thicken around them like glue hardening in a pot.

When he heard nothing, the chief ordered his warriors to stay behind with the boy, then moved on alone. He flitted from tree to tree now, instead of threading his way through the ranks of dark columns that seemed to reach all the way to the sky. Three hundred yards above him, Twisted Hair saw the lip of the bowl the boy had spoken about, and smiled at how accurate the description had been.

Approaching to within one hundred yards, he stopped once more. The silence was still perfect, and he bent into a crouch to cover the remaining distance. Creeping up under the rounded lip of the depression, he flattened himself against the needled floor, here studded with rocks and cushioned by an inch-deep layer of fragrant moss.

Using a few of the larger rocks for handholds, he negotiated an angle across the bottom of the bowl, then crept up behind one of the largest boulders. His nostrils twitched as the odor of burnt flesh grew still stronger. He lay still for a long time, motionless and silent as the moss beneath him. Satisfied at last that no one was there, he crawled up and over the lip.

Far behind him, the warriors of Twisted Hair tightened their grips on their bows. Tu-eka-kas grew very still. Only his lip trembled and he squeezed it with two fingers to make it still. Then Twisted Hair reappeared, standing on the lip of the bowl and waving for them to join him.

The warriors heaved a collective sigh, then sprinted uphill, one hoisting the boy to his shoulder and carrying him several hundred yards, taking a detour around the bowl to avoid the steeper part of the climb.

The remains of the fire could still be seen in the bottom of the bowl. It had been covered with a thin layer of dirt to make sure it was extinguished. Twisted Hair walked over to the slight mound and kicked some of the dirt away. Squatting, he reached out with one hand, holding it palm down, then lowering it to gauge the heat.

“Still warm,” he said. “They have not been gone long.” He looked at the stark remains of the carcass, the bones covered with bloody strips of gristle and tendon, stark smears of white showing where a knife had sliced through. It glistened under the chitonous jewels of scurrying insects. Then he looked up at a nearby tree, where huge slabs of partially cooked meat hung from a rope almost twenty feet off the ground.

“Either they are coming back …”

“Or what?” asked one of the warriors.

“Or more are coming.” Twisted Hair licked his lips and crooked his head to one side, trying to relieve the tension at the back of his neck. His shoulders felt stiff, the muscles pulled taut as a bowstring.

Twisted Hair looked once more around the small depression, first at the fire, then at the meat suspended above him, and finally letting his eyes linger on the ruined carcass, already teeming with ants and beetles. Flies buzzed in the quiet as he reached into the pile of warm embers. Grabbing a hunk of charred wood, he turned it over and over in his hand, still staring at the stark remainder of the horse. Casually, almost thoughtlessly, he tossed the charred wood at the bones and watched as a swarm of insects ballooned out, swelling almost to the former dimensions of the animal before settling back down to their work.

It seemed to him that something had changed, that something beside the horse had died here almost unnoticed. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he couldn’t push the thought from his mind.

Sighing, he walked over to Tu-eka-kas and squatted down. “Can you find your way home?” he asked.

The boy nodded, but said, “I want to go with you.”

“Go where?”

“To find the white-skinned men. I know that’s where you are going. I found them first, and …”

“This is not like finding a pretty stone in the creek, Tu-eka-kas. This is not something that you can own. You have done well, but it is best if you go home.”

“Will you fight them? Will you kill the white-skinned men?”

“That is up to them,” Twisted Hair said. “We have to see why they have come and ask them what they want here. If they come in peace, then they will be made welcome, as all peaceful visitors are, and they will leave in peace.”

“And if not?” This time it was one of the warriors speaking.

Twisted Hair looked up at him and shrugged. “We’ll do what we have to.”

The warrior nodded. “You should let the boy come with us.”

Twisted Hair looked sharply at the warrior. “Why?”

The warrior thought for a moment, then said, “He saw the white-skinned men first. He should know what this discovery means. Only if he is there will he truly know.”

The chief sucked on a tooth, then nodded. “All right,” he said. Then, turning to the boy: “Tu-eka-kas, you will have to do what I say if you come along.”

The boy nodded gravely. “I will,” he whispered.

This time they were concerned with speed. Twisted Hair took the lead. The trail of the white-skinned men was not hard to follow. It seemed to the chief that either they wanted to be found, or they did not care if they were. Either way it could mean they meant no harm. Time would tell.

At the river, the trail crossed at a shallow point and turned downstream. It continued to be easy to follow, and Twisted Hair allowed himself to hope that the warning he had seen in the bones of the horse was misplaced. The intruders must have been tired, because they were moving slowly. If he hurried, Twisted Hair thought he could catch up to them before they caught sight of the first village, where Watkuweis, Spotted Elk, Too-hool-eka and the rest waited to hear what he had seen.

After an hour and a half, the chief knew they were getting close. The signs on the riverbank were still very fresh. Places where the damp earth had been disturbed had still not had time to dry, despite the warm sun. Twenty minutes later, they caught their first glimpse.

Twisted Hair held up a hand and called a halt. Creeping to the edge of the stream, he peered out through some undergrowth and watched as the men, six of them, struggled down a slippery slope, just above a small waterfall. They seemed intent on their descent, and if they were worried about pursuit, they gave no sign. They were talking among themselves, he knew, because he could see their mouths moving, but any words were drowned by the small thunder of the cascade.

Moving into the open for a moment, he signaled the warriors to follow him, then headed away from the stream to avoid the densest growth along the bank. They were sprinting now, anxious to close the gap. When they reached a point abreast of the white-skinned men, some one hundred yards to their left, they started toward the river, stopping just below another, smaller waterfall.

They huddled together, like newborn rabbits in a warren, and watched the intruders slip and slide on the slick grass at the edge of the falls. When the last of them had reached the bottom, Twisted Hair stepped into the clearing, not thirty yards ahead.

He held one hand in the air, conscious of the tautening bowstrings in the brush behind him. He saw knuckles tense around the long guns, then the tall one in front smiled. He laid his gun on the ground and stepped forward with one hand extended.

“Hello,” he said.

Twisted Hair’s eyes squeezed slightly as he tried to understand the greeting. Another man, a small one with red hair, stepped up beside the first. He, too, held out a hand. In garbled Shoshone, he said, “Greetings.” Twisted Hair recognized the tongue, but did not speak it. He started to sign welcome and the red-haired man smiled broadly, nodding his head in approval. The chief returned the greeting, and the others put down their long guns. The big one, obviously the leader, extended a hand again. “William Clark,” he said.





Chapter 4

THE FAR-FROM-FLUENT Shoshone of the two men was barely enough to explain that Clark and his men needed food and shelter for a few days. They were being followed by several more men and had left the remainder of the horsemeat, for which they offered payment, to the trailing party.

Twisted Hair was reluctant to bring the men to his village, but custom required that strangers be received with hospitality. People, regardless of skin color, deserved respect, and got it, until they proved to be undeserving. Twisted Hair wondered whether that would happen with these exhausted men, and how soon. But the rules of courtesy were unequivocal.

It took nearly an hour to reach Twisted Hair’s village, and along the way they passed Too-hool-eka’s village, and Twisted Hair sent a warrior over to pick up Watkuweis. He hoped the old woman would be able to help him assemble the pieces of this strange puzzle in some way that made sense.

He was pleased about one thing. In his camp there was a Shoshone man who had married into the village named Broken Blade. He should be able to make communication better. And according to the man who called himself William Clark, there was a Shoshone guide with the rest of his party. Communication would not be quick, and Twisted Hair knew enough about language to know that it would not be accurate either, but at least some reasonable conversation ought to be possible. There was much he feared about these white-skinned men, and much he wanted to know before he would be able to put those fears to rest.

When they reached the village, after following the riverbank for two more hours, the chief arranged for Clark’s men to be fed and had a small lodge of saplings and woven rushmats constructed for them. Reserves of food were meager, because it had been a bad winter the year before, and camas cakes, berry cakes, and dried salmon were all in short supply. But in receiving guests, one did not stint on the essentials, so the strange men were fed as well as the village residents, then fell into a sound sleep.

But Twisted Hair did not sleep. He spent the early part of the night talking with Broken Blade, the Shoshone man, and Watkuweis, the woman who had seen the white men in their own land, a place she called Minnesota.

Long after Broken Blade and Watkuweis went off to sleep, Twisted Hair sat staring into the fire. Twice, his wife came out of the lodge to get him, and twice she went back alone. He couldn’t sleep, he told her, so he might as well stay outside. The fire was low, and the forest seemed to press in from three sides, the shadowy forms of the huge trees a dark gray wall that arched over him. Walking down to the riverbank, he sat on the ground and leaned against a flat rock. He could see the stars now and closed his eyes for a moment, listening to the sound of the water and, somewhere far across the river, an owl.

He wished he were not alone, but the other chiefs would not be back until after the spring thaw, if then. Until they returned, the awesome burden was his alone to bear, and he doubted that he was up to the challenge.

He entertained thoughts of gathering all the warriors he could summon, maybe even sending to the Cayuse and Yakima villages across the mountains, then falling on the visitors and snuffing out their lives. It would be a breach of custom, but it might be better than the chance of trusting these strange men who killed a horse that was not theirs without first asking to whom it belonged and whether there were any objection. He knew the men were hungry, and he did not blame them for that, but there were things one could do, and things one shouldn’t do.

Twisted Hair was wise enough to know that William Clark’s customs and his own were different, but still …

Around and around went the thoughts. Each solution seemed to create additional problems of its own. There was no clear way to solve the dilemma except to continue to do what he had been doing. It made him uneasy, but slaughtering men who had given no real offense would make him uneasier still. Perhaps when the others arrive, he thought, we can see
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