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Author’s Note


Readers, bloggers and reviewers often ask me why, as a professor of English Literature, I chose to write a “Western.” As a child of the fifties, how could I not? I grew up on Westerns. Love them or hate them, Westerns are for American Boomers, what the Arthurian Legend is for the British or the Epic of El Cid is for the Spanish. Westerns are in our blood.

Alright, several interviewers have asked, why write a Western with a strong female protagonist? Why not the conventional strong masculine hero of the traditional Western? And my answer is because I was out to prove one of the authors whom I admire most was wrong.

I wrote the original novella version of this story during my starving writer days in the early eighties. It was a writing experiment to see whether I could successfully write from a female point-of-view. It was a rather typical frontier adventure romance, but novellas were a tough sell before the Internet and self-publishing. I put it aside and went onto graduate school for my MA. After graduation, I found employment at a community college in Florida. While teaching, I attended a conference sponsored by the International Association for the Fantastic in the Arts (IAFA). The keynote speaker that year was the already legendary science-fiction and fantasy author Ursula Le Guin. During the sixties and seventies, I had devoured almost everything she had written. I still consider her The Lefthand of Darkness one of the most important and influential novels of the twentieth century.

In her keynote address, she excoriated American literary critics for their disdain for genre literature in general and sci-fi/fantasy in particular. She noted that British and other European critics were free of that bias and praised deserving genre fiction with the same enthusiasm as “serious literary fiction.” Only in America, she said, had critics closed their doors to anything outside serious literary fiction. However, then she declared there was one genre of fiction that had reached a dead end. That genre, she judged, was caught in a straitjacket of shopworn conventions and could go no further. That genre was the Western. I don’t remember whatever else she said.

I drove home, dug out my western novella, and went to work. I was determined to prove Le Guin wrong. Readers may judge whether I succeeded.
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PART I — THE STAKED PLAINS


Chapter One



THE REPORT OF a single gunshot startled Kathleen O’Dwyer awake from the wool blanket that served as her mattress. She rolled onto the dusty floorboards of the wagon and sat up. Outside, grunts and curses erupted from the men sleeping beneath other wagons loaded with trade goods for Santa Fe, and Kathleen heard the scrape of steel muzzles on lashed down crates and the clatter of loose equipment as teamsters snatched rifles and shotguns out of wagons. She reached for the sturdy boots she had purchased for the rough journey. Here, she was on the north bank of the Arkansas a couple of days from Upper Crossing near Chouteau’s Island—the heart of hostile Indian country—and Kathleen did not have a firearm. What had she been thinking back in St. Louis? Foolish, she thought, downright foolish to accept without question Captain Freepole’s assurance that she did not need a gun. The first woman to travel the Santa Fe Trail, indeed. Why had she ever listened to any of Captain Freepole’s crazy schemes?

She dragged on her boots and belted a plain brown, ankle-length skirt over her heavy cotton nightgown. She saw nothing of what went on outside the canvas top that enclosed her wagon. Inside the wagon was about the only privacy she had, but now, Kathleen wished she could see whether Indians crept with scalping knives toward her.

She groped for a handhold on top of the driver’s seat that formed the front wall of the wagon bed. She intended to peek out the opening in the arched canvas top of the wagon, but at a string of blood curdling cries, she snatched her hands back to her chin. Then she recognized the triumphant cries as Tom Beckenworth’s high-pitched tenor and muttered a curse. With pathetic attempts to impress her, the eighteen-year-old boy had pestered her all the way from St. Louis. What danger had the boy gotten them all into now with his mischief?

Summoning her stubborn Irish courage, she gripped the top of the buckboard seat and climbed from beneath the canvas. The night was bright with stars, and a quarter moon turned the gently waving grass of the plains into a silver ocean. The other wagons stood out in stark definition on the flat prairie. Stumbling by her, men rushed toward the sound of Tom Beckenworth’s voice. She jumped down and ran after them.

“Miss O’Dwyer, you ain’t supposed to be out of the wagon at times like this!”

Kathleen halted and turned to face Captain Freepole, leader of the expedition. A stout man no more than five feet five inches tall, he trotted toward her with his potbelly bouncing up and down, but his back was straight and his shoulders thrown back. The familiarity with which he handled his long rifle and the jut of his chin reminded Kathleen that he had once been an officer in the Kentucky Militia during the War of 1812.

“Get back in the wagon.”

“And be murdered alone while all you men run off to who knows where?”

He scowled and ran toward the gathering of men forty yards to the rear of the last wagon. Kathleen picked up her skirt and ran alongside him, her longer stride matching his waddling run.

Tom Beckenworth stood with legs spread well apart; rifle grasped in his left hand and a huge grin on his face. A lock of hair hung down on his forehead. A crumpled shape lay at his feet. Moonlight glinted off the blade of a large skinning knife Tom pulled from his belt. He crouched on one knee above the crumpled shape of an Indian corpse, grasped the Indian’s long black hair, and lifted the dead man’s head.

“Good God!” German Joe Holtz bellowed. Holtz was one of three mountain men serving as expedition guides. Holtz’s shadow, a half-breed named Billy Gap Tooth, was the second of the guides and stood beside Holtz. Kathleen wondered where the third guide, James Colter, was. Holtz shook his rifle at Tom. “You the greenest little jackdaw of a child ever sucked his momma’s tit. You go lifting the hair of that there Injun, and y’all might as well dig y’all’s graves come sun up.”

“I aim to scalp me this here horse stealing Injun I kilt,” Tom said and sawed at the top of the skull. “I don’t reckon you’ll crow so loud about that scalp string of yourn, not after tonight.”

Kathleen clamped her teeth together and watched the grisly sight. Now was no time to betray weakness, not with the way these men treated any trace of weakness. She wished she was back in St. Louis—far better to fend off a hundred widowers like Caleb Jenkins than to deal with this. The knife sliced flesh away from the Indian’s skull. He was a short, dark man with legs even more heavily bowed than those of the three mountain men. He resembled a large child with his long, slipper-like moccasins and skimpy leather breechclout. He had no facial hair, not even eyebrows. German Joe spat and resumed cursing.

“You damn fool! You—”

“Mr. Holtz, that’s enough cussing,” Captain Freepole said. “I’ve told you before to mind your mouth in front of Miss O’Dwyer.

“Tom, killing a thieving Injun’s one thing, but acting like a savage Injun’s another. As long as I’m paying the wages on this trip, no man—especially my wife’s kin—is going to lift scalps.”

“I caught him thieving horses and I kilt him,” Tom replied. He was the youngest member of the expedition. Kathleen knew that Captain Freepole looked on Tom as the son his wife had never born him. Someday, the young man would take over the trading firm with Freepole’s blessing. “It’s for me to do with him as I like, and I say I’m going to lift his hair.”

“Boy, you’re young, so I’m letting them hot words pass,” Freepole said and then gestured with his rifle at Kathleen, “but I can’t let this go no further in front of Miss O’Dwyer.”

Hands frozen on the Indian’s skull, Tom looked at Kathleen. She let none of the horror but all of the loathing for this senseless act show on her face. Tom’s eyes wavered.

“Miss O’Dwyer, please go back to the wagons,” Tom said. “Captain Freepole’s right. A woman hadn’t ought to see this.”

“Were you planning to show me the scalp later on?” Kathleen asked. Tom’s eyes dropped. “Did you think that would impress me?”

“You hear that, boy?” Holtz snorted. “Even the schoolmarm knowed you’s wrong. Damn near as smart as she is purty. Boy, let ole German Joe tell you just how wrong you is. Ain’t much about Injuns I don’t know, and I know for a plumb sure fact this here buck’s a Comanche. You kilt him for nothing worse than horse stealing. How many you figure one brave was going to make off with? The whole kit and kaboodle?

“Stealing horses is what every mother’s son of a Comanche’s born to do. It’s their way of collecting toll for crossing their land. But no, ain’t bad enough you go kill one. You got to lift his hair to boot. You done fixed this bunch of pilgrims good. We still got halfway to go before we reach Santa Fe. Them Comanches going to make it hell to pay every step of the way. Y’all be thankful if they leave the hair on nary a one of y’all.

“And the missy here you been so sweet on. Did you stop and think what them bastards’d do to her? No sirreee! Some buck’s going to latch onto—”

“Mr. Holtz, I warned you once already to mind your mouth!” Captain Freepole shouted. Glaring at the vulgar mountain man, Kathleen brushed back a lock of the flame red hair that fell down her shoulders. Holtz leered at Kathleen. She felt the other men’s eyes on her but controlled her reactions, neither blushing nor dropping her eyes. She drew herself up to her full five feet ten inches and stared down at Holtz. More than once, she had intimidated men with her size, but Holtz’s leer only broadened.

“Captain, I’m just letting everybody know what’s in for them,” Holtz said. His eyes squinted, and his lips pulled back from his teeth. “Folks should be obliged to me for telling them straight. I got the smarts some ain’t. I’m just doing all concerned a favor. I’m …”

While Holtz blustered, Kathleen looked away from the circle of men. Holtz and the half-breed were outcasts. She wondered again where the third mountain man was. James Colter kept to himself. Perhaps, he had left the rest to whatever fate the Comanche intended. Mountain men were a strange breed. They dressed much in the manner of the frontier scouts described by her favorite author, James Fenimore Cooper, but during her two years in St. Louis, she had seen too many vicious brawls among mountain men celebrating the end of trapping season. Natty Bumpo was a common drunk, thief, and back stabber on the streets of St. Louis. Decent people avoided him.

“I ain’t seen any other Comanche among the horses or wagons so far,” James Colter said. He was suddenly there, not quite at the fringe of the gathering. Startled faces turned in his direction. “Y’all best break up this church social and keep an eye on the stock yourselves. Bound to be more of them Yamparikas sneaking about.”

The other men streamed back toward the double row of wagons while Captain Freepole shouted needless commands to check the wagons and draft animals. With Billy Gap Tooth at his side, German Joe trotted toward camp cursing the greenness of the others. Even Tom Beckenworth raced back, leaving the Indian’s scalp hanging by a single flap of skin from the bloody skull. Kathleen turned away from the sight.

“We’d best get back with the rest,” Colter said. About twenty-five feet away, he made no move to come any closer, as most of the teamsters would have after speaking to her, and he looked away when she met his eyes. Expression closed and wary, he studied the prairie around him, glanced once more at her, and shifted his gaze again to the prairie. Colter was a misfit, as skittish as the animals he trapped. She murmured agreement and walked toward the wagons. She noticed that he followed, but at a distance.

Back inside the wagon, she took off her boots and socks but not her skirt, despite the stuffy May heat inside the enclosed wagon. She hunted through her belongings and found her hairbrush, but the brush stretched the skin of her scalp tight. She dropped the brush. She picked up a white towel, dipped a corner in a basin of water next to her blankets and wiped her face. Then she wrung out the towel and tossed it on top of the brush. The image of the scalping refused to leave her mind. Most of the teamsters had eagerly watched the mutilation. Holtz’s only concern had been Comanche revenge. Colter had hardly glanced at the corpse.

She sat on a stack of packing crates and wondered whether this time she had taken on too large a task. If she had stayed in St. Louis, she could have put off Caleb Jenkins awhile longer—at least until she found a new teaching position closer than Santa Fe, New Mexico. She had dealt with a Caleb Jenkins in every city: Boston, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and New Orleans. She knew the signs. She had at least six more months before her neighbors stopped finding her obstinate rejection of Caleb Jenkins amusing and questioned why a single woman of twenty-eight spurned the proposal of a respected widower storekeeper. She had perhaps a full year before parents began to keep their children away from her classroom. Until then, she would have had children to sit on the benches she had made out of scrap lumber, children to work arithmetic on the sheet of slate she had framed and hung on the wall, and children to study grammar out of the books she had carried across half a continent. Before St. Louis, she had never run away; she had to be starved out.

But in St. Louis, Caleb Jenkins had a daughter with limp blond hair, narrow hips, and hungry eyes. Sarah Jenkins had endured two years without a teacher when Kathleen reopened the wood frame schoolhouse. One of Jenkins’s neighbors had used it for a storage shed for the furs he bought from trappers and Indians. While Kathleen swept out mounds of hair, thirteen-year-old Sarah had come to the door with a basket of food and offered to help. Together, they had scrubbed walls and floor with lye water to remove the stink of animal grease and mildew, dismantled wooden storage shelves and bins, and hammered this lumber back together as benches and desks. Sarah’s blue eyes watched while Kathleen explained how much lye to put in a bucket of water or how wide to make the benches. The child used scrub brush and hammer without hesitation. She never missed a spot on the walls or misjudged the height of a bench leg.

When they paused for lunch, the questions poured out of her like water from an overturned jug. Did Miss O’Dwyer teach more than arithmetic and grammar? Sarah had heard of geometry and algebra. Did Miss O’Dwyer teach those? Was there more to reading and writing than just grammar and spelling? Would Miss O’Dwyer teach poetry? Had she ever seen a real play?

The first week of school, Sarah stayed after to help tidy up and asked for harder lessons. Kathleen started her on algebra and French. Soon, Sarah studied Shakespeare. Whenever Kathleen opened the school door in the morning, Sarah perched on the steps helping other girls with their lessons. The older boys wrestled or tossed knives a few feet in front of Sarah. Winners invariably called triumphs to her attention.

As months passed, Kathleen fretted at the way the older boys gathered more and more around Sarah. Her hair was the shade of ripening corn, and her gray eyes the color of grass smoke, but her bones were thin and brittle looking. Her hips were especially narrow. Her veins lay close to the surface of the skin and looked ready to burst at the slightest pressure. People often remarked how much Sarah favored her mother, who had died giving birth to her only child. Kathleen added Spanish to Sarah’s after-school instruction.

At the end of Kathleen’s ninth month in St. Louis, Caleb Jenkins had come to the schoolhouse late one afternoon and told Sarah to run along home and start supper. Then he turned to Kathleen and asked to speak to her for a moment. He was a tall man, as tall as Kathleen, and looked more like a blacksmith than a dry goods storekeeper. His brown hair was oiled and carefully parted. He wore an ill-fitting black coat, homespun white shirt, and a poorly knotted, black, bow tie. With his arms folded across his chest, he studied Kathleen. His gaze roamed up and down her broad shoulders and hips, her firm arms and legs, her full bosom. There was nothing vulgar or leering in his expression; rather, he studied her as if she were a potential brood mare for his draft horses. His head just barely nodded. She told him to speak his mind.

He said Sarah needed a mother. The girl hardly spoke of anyone else besides Miss O’Dwyer. He saw how good Miss O’Dwyer was with children, especially Sarah. He was a decent Christian, willing to overlook that Miss O’Dwyer was Catholic. As a prosperous merchant, he could provide for many children. No!

Sarah had stayed away from school for two days. Then she came to class with red, swollen eyes. She fumbled through her lessons. When Kathleen dismissed class for the day, Sarah started for the door behind the other children. At the doorway, she turned and asked whether Kathleen wanted her to stay for Spanish grammar drill.

“What do you want, Sarah?”

“I want you to be my momma.”

But Kathleen had turned away and scrubbed the blackboard. Two days later, Captain Freepole had come to her with his silly scheme to ingratiate himself with the Mexican authorities by bringing a good Catholic schoolteacher to Santa Fe. She accepted immediately. She had run away from a small girl about whose future she feared she knew too much; now, she was here among Comanche and other violent men about whose ways she knew very little.

She thought again about guns. She had never touched one. She disliked guns. All the same, back in St. Louis, she had suggested obtaining one but readily accepted Captain Freepole’s assurance that there was no need. Perhaps, a gun was one of the tools she must now learn to use.

The head and shoulders of James Colter appeared in silhouette a few yards from the wagon. He glanced into the wagon, met Kathleen’s eyes, and looked away. Then he was gone from view, passing on with his survey of the terrain around the wagons. In her need for information, Kathleen decided to gamble on Colter’s wary solitude.

“Mr. Colter,” she called out, paused a moment, and then called again. “James Colter.”

“Ma’am?”

The moonlight highlighted smallpox scars that pitted his weathered face. His eyes were cold blue, intelligent, and shy with suspicion. He was tall, six feet even, lean and supple like his buckskin clothing. His neck-length brown hair contained no gray; she guessed his age at five years either side of her own.

“I wonder about Mr. Holtz’s warning concerning the Comanche?” She picked her words with care, keeping her tone formal and unemotional. His eyes flickered from her face to the surrounding prairie. He shifted his weight from right to left foot, looked back at her and then away again. She suppressed a smile. “I’m sure you will agree that Mr. Holtz talks a great deal about a number of things but not always in the most believable fashion?” He glanced over his shoulder toward the northern horizon. “Don’t you agree?”

“German Joe does talk a heap more than he ought to.”

“Is he to be believed about these Indians?”

Colter looked straight at Kathleen. “That Injun was a Comanche.”

“But was Holtz exaggerating the certainty of attack?”

“He wasn’t lying none then. Too scared.”

“You just agreed with Mr. Holtz that the dead man was a Comanche, so why did you earlier call him a Yama … Yampar … Yam …”

“Yamparika.” At least, Colter spoke without the crude vocabulary that marked German Joe’s speech. “Type of Comanche. Could tell by the beadwork on the moccasins. Besides, his eyebrows were gone.”

“Why is that?”

“Most Injuns don’t like hair on the face. Comanches hate it more than most. Pull it all out, including the eyebrows. Sure sign of a Comanche.” He no longer fidgeted from one foot to another, but those cold wary eyes were never still.

“And they will attack?” she asked.

“That boy scalped a Comanche,” he said. “That’s a powerful insult to Comanche. If he’d been a Kiowa … close friends of the Comanche … Kiowa might think twice about jumping so large a group of whites, thirty of us. That won’t mean squat to Comanche. They’re going to kill at least one of y’all.”

Kathleen looked away. Fear, she had tried to run away from it. Now, here it was again, all around her. Mocking her.

“Funny you calling me ‘James.’ ”

“What?” Kathleen jerked her attention back to the man standing in front of her. With a shock, she realized a hint of longing had crept into Colter’s voice.

“Ain’t nobody called me ‘James’ since my ma died. Jim will do just fine, if you want.”

“Thank you for answering my questions, Mr. Colter. Goodnight.” She sat down on the floor of the wagon, using the raised driver’s seat to block him from sight.






Chapter Two



THE EXPEDITION TRAVELED two more days before reaching the ford at Upper Crossing. During that time, they kept the Arkansas River close by on their left for a shield. They saw no sign of Comanche. After the first day passed without Indian reprisal, Captain Freepole and his teamsters drifted along with their heads on their teams, rather than craning their necks from side to side searching the horizon, as the mountain men did.

Holtz and Billy Gap Tooth rode out front of the caravan with backs tense and rifles across elbow crooks. James Colter rode far to the north away from the noise and dust of the wagons. He frequently disappeared into the plains without saying a word to the others, keeping even more to himself.

What the trading party did see were enormous buffalo herds sprawled across flat grasslands. Kathleen had seen small herds in Missouri, but that had not prepared her for the vast numbers that roamed the high plains. Thousands and thousands of buffalo. Often a single herd stretched without break from horizon to horizon. Most times, the great shaggy brutes stood placidly grazing. Then for some unfathomable reason, the creatures went thundering across the prairie making the earth tremble and raising a dust cloud for miles. They were an awesome, thrilling, and somewhat frightening spectacle. Kathleen was aware of seeing the world on a grander scale than ever before in her life, though this made her even more aware of the trading party’s isolation.

Kathleen always sat beside Captain Freepole when the expedition moved. His rifle butt stuck over the back of the seat. He wedged the rifle barrel between a crate and the sideboards of the wagon bed for easy grasp. Kathleen glanced at it every now and then, taking comfort from its presence but wishing for one of her own. She observed that a few of the other teamsters owned Kentucky or Pennsylvania long rifles similar to Freepole’s, but most contented themselves with shotguns of varying gauges. However, the mountain men possessed rifles of a distinctly different style. She had a couple questions about those guns.

They arrived at Upper Crossing not long before sunset and made camp on the north side of the river. Colter, Holtz, and the half-breed forded the river on horses to scout the far side while the trading party settled down to sleep and rest the draft animals for the morning crossing.

Right after breakfast the next morning, a huge buffalo herd ranged across the plains three to four miles to the immediate north of the campsite. The teamsters busied themselves setting up an anchor line on both sides of the river, rearranging wagon loads, and hitching extra animals to the first few wagons for more pull in the river current. German Joe and Billy sat their horses down by the Arkansas and amused themselves by scoffing at the efforts of the teamsters. A little distance off by himself, James Colter crouched on his heels with horse reins in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other. Kathleen tended a pot of coffee at the cook fire for the teamsters. She sidled across to Colter and extended the pot.

“Your cup need warming?”

He glanced up. Squinting, his eyes shifted between her face and the coffee pot. Good. He waited a second before holding out his cup for a refill.

“I’m curious as to why your and the other guides’ firearms are so different from the rest?”

“Ours are cap and ball,” Colter replied and looked toward the north. She marveled again how his cold blue eyes were never still but were continually on the move searching, suspecting, discovering. He shifted his weight from his heels to his toes, as if about to stand and move off. She wondered what had made him so distrustful of the company of others.

“Please forgive my ignorance,” she said to hold him there just long enough for the information she wanted, “but why are cap and ball guns better than, say, Captain Freepole’s?”

“Ours are better fit for out here.”

“In what way?”

“The barrel and stock’s shorter for one. Makes it easier to handle on horseback.”

“Is there anything else?”

“Sure.” He studied a hawk circling above the northern horizon. “Caliber’s a heap bigger—mine’s a fifty-four—so what we hit, goes down. That thirty caliber of his is all right for deer and such, but wouldn’t even slow up a grizzly or a buffalo.”

“How about a man?” she murmured. He glanced at her from under arched brows. His eyes were still. She suppressed an urge to look away.

“Oh, his would kill a man all right, if that old flintlock touched off the powder when he pulled the trigger. I wouldn’t trust it in rain or snow. Cap and ball like mine is better. Stays dry. Everything about a cap and ball is better. They’re made plain and simple but strong as you’d ever need.”

“Have you always carried one?”

“No ma’am.” Once more, Colter shifted on his heels, and his eyes grew restless again, scanning the plains across the river and staring behind him at the distant buffalo herd. “Came west years ago with my pa’s flintlock, a heavy old Kentucky long rifle.” He shifted again. His eyes darting here and there, anywhere but at Kathleen. “I sawed down the octagonal barrel my second winter in the mountains. Shortened my stock same year. Then two years ago in St. Louis, I saw Will Ashley’s brand-new cap and ball the Hawken brothers made just for him—.68 caliber. I liked it. Got my flintlock converted to cap and ball right off.”

“By those Hawken brothers?”

“Nah.” Colter shot a glance at Kathleen, and she saw a glint that was not quite fear, more like despair, but his gaze went back to the buffalo herd. “Another gunsmith in St. Louis, competitor of Sam and Jacob Hawken.”

She saw she had touched a deep hurt in Colter, but her need for information about guns overruled her regard for his privacy. “Do you doubt the Hawkens’ skills?”

“Nah. They’re the best.”

Captain Freepole shouted for Kathleen to come sit beside him in the second wagon. She thanked Colter, poured the rest of the coffee on the fire, and walked to the wagon. She reached up and grasped the hand Freepole extended to help her climb in the wagon. Once seated on the buckboard, she glanced back and noticed Colter still crouched on his heels, next to his horse. He stared a moment in her direction. Then his eyes switched their restless gaze to the open prairie to the north. She worried about that brief stare.

Two men on the far bank hammered a thick post into the ground. Then a third teamster went to clove hitch one end of the rope to it, but he stumbled and let go of the rope. The current pulled that end of the rope into the river. The teamster had to wade into the water to retrieve it while the teamsters holding the other end of the rope hooted at him from the north bank. Once he retrieved the line and wrapped it around the post, the free end on the near side of the river was passed through the harness of the lead animal in the team of the first wagon. Then the men on the near side clove hitched their end to another post. The teamsters on both sides of the river took firm grips on the rope, braced their feet, and leaned back to hold the line taut. The rope would steady the team while it traversed the current.

Colter rode alongside Kathleen and Captain Freepole.

“Captain, that buffalo herd’s heading our way.” Colter jerked his head toward the north. Freepole and Kathleen turned to look. The slowly moving dark mass raised a considerable dust cloud.

“Yeah, I see.” Captain Freepole nodded and turned toward the river. He shouted at his sweating men. “Let’s get across sometime today. Get the first wagon rolling.”

Despite Freepole’s exhortations, the first wagon strained for each foot against the pull of the current. The driver kept the reins tight, pulling the horses’ heads out of the water for control. The horses, in turn, could not throw all of their weight into a straight ahead pull but had to lean upstream. Kathleen glanced back. The buffalo eased toward them like a dark smoking ocean tide. Dust obscured the far half of the herd from view. She wondered why Colter was concerned about such a common sight, a herd of buffalo. Captain Freepole and the teamsters ignored the herd. Kathleen leaned back in her seat. The men on the near side unhitched the line from their post.

“Geeyup,” Capt. Freepole called to his team and steered the wagon to the river bank. The men passed the line through the harness of the lead horse, secured it to the post, and set their feet to anchor the line. Then Freepole urged his team into the river.

Just then, Holtz and Billy Gap Tooth kicked their horses’ flanks and splashed past the wagon. Twice, Billy twisted in the saddle to look back at the buffalo herd. Kathleen looked over her shoulder again. The herd was less than a mile away and coming fast. Colter stood in his stirrups, straining his eyes at the herd. Suddenly, he turned and lashed his horse with the reins.

“STAMPEDE!” Colter shouted. He brought his animal to a splashing, twisting halt beside Kathleen and shouted across her at Freepole. “Get this wagon across. The rest of the wagons will have to run for it.”

Then he lashed his horse and rode on. Captain Freepole snapped the reins at his team.

“HEEYAH, YAH, HEYAH!” Freepole cried. Kathleen clung to the sideboards. At the earth’s trembling, the teamsters on the north side cried out in alarm and abandoned the guide rope, scrambling for their own wagons. Kathleen and Freepole were barely a third of the way across the river. A swelling thunder muffled the frantic yelling of the men on both sides of the river.

At the sound of thunder, Kathleen twisted on the seat and stared at the north bank. The buffalo herd, except for the first few rows of tossing brown heads, was cloaked by dust that stretched for two miles east to west. The teamsters on the north bank whipped their horses and mules in a desperate attempt to outrace the edges of the herd. She saw most were not going to make it.

The wagon lurched, jerking Kathleen’s head around. The team had spooked at the sound of the oncoming stampede. Without the guide rope to hold them steady, the horses kicked and thrashed against each other. Freepole fought to hold the team straight for the opposite bank. If the horses slewed around to left or right, the wagon would upset.

Kathleen hung onto the sideboards. She was amazed to see Colter sitting his horse two thirds of the way across the water calmly watching the scene. He made no move to come to their assistance, as did several of the teamsters on the south bank, who waded out into the current to grab the horses’ harness and to lead them ashore. Ignoring the wagon, Colter watched the oncoming buffalo.

Forced on by the weight of their brethren running full tilt behind them, shaggy behemoths plunged into the water for fifteen yards before slowing. The foremost beast finally stopped neck deep in the water while thunder droned along the river banks to east and west. The entire north side of the Arkansas swarmed with angry, plunging, snorting buffalo.

The wagon climbed out of the water and up the south bank onto the dry prairie flat land. Captain Freepole halted the team parallel to the river not far from James Colter. The teamsters lucky enough to be on this side of the river crowded alongside their leader’s wagon, all cursing and shouting at once. Each gestured at the far bank and demanded to know what to do next. Captain Freepole slumped against Kathleen and sobbed, “Tom, Tommy boy.”

Billy Gap Tooth snickered. Kathleen glowered at the half-breed while she cradled the captain’s head against her shoulder. German Joe slapped Billy on the knee, pointed at Kathleen, and grinned. The half-breed returned the grin. In disgust, Kathleen looked away. Colter, where he sat his horse and studied the north bank, caught her eye.

“Is there any hope for those on the other side?” she asked. He shook his head. “Surely Tom and some of the men were able to outrun the stampede? Maybe they need our help to cross the river farther down?”

Colter infuriated her. He did not seem to find the slaughter of his companions the source of humor that Holtz and the half-breed did, but his calm, unreadable expression displayed not even that much entanglement with the dead men.

“They didn’t outrun the Comanche,” Colter said.

“What do you mean? What Comanche?”

“Those who stampeded them buffalo,” Colter replied. “Ain’t natural for them critters to move all that way toward us without stopping to graze, then stampede just when we was crossing the river and too close to get away. They was driven. The sort of trick Comanche love.”

“Yes sirreee!” Holtz cried. “I warned y’all dang fools about them Comanche. Told y’all what to expect, but would anybody listen to ole German Joe? No sirreee, kept right on like we was out for a Sunday stroll. Now look at the fix y’all’s in. Now, maybe y’all listen to old German Joe.”






Chapter Three


TO KATHLEEN’S DISMAY, the disaster at Upper Crossing broke Captain Freepole. The straight-backed little gamecock of a trader, bent on cornering the American market to Santa Fe, became a hunch-shouldered, pot-bellied, old man bowed down by grief, troubling himself only with tending the team of his own wagon. Two of the five surviving teamsters had lost their guns at the Arkansas fording. Their eyes were wide and staring, their hands twitchy. The other three men clutched their firearms with both hands, their eyes shifting from Captain Freepole to the three scouts. German Joe Holtz and Billy Gap Tooth looked at each other and grinned. “Me and Billy, here, crossed these plains a heap of times,” Holtz crowed. “We know what needs doing and how to do it. Y’all just pay attention to what we say, and this here bunch of pilgrims will get home safe.”

The five teamsters exchanged stares and nodded. Then one said, “We hear you, Joe.”

Kathleen’s contempt was tempered by her own sense of weakness without a gun. She tried to catch Colter’s eye, but without so much as a glance at anyone, he touched heels to his mount and rode west at a trot. Laughing and cursing at the others to come on, Holtz and Billy set out after Colter. The teamsters scrambled into their wagons and whipped up their teams. Kathleen climbed up beside Captain Freepole, who sighed and flicked the reins to his mules. Kathleen knew that among the cooking utensils in the wagon was a short, stubby butcher knife that would tuck into the waistband of her skirt. Not a rifle, but well, something. She had never felt this weak, and she cursed her blind arrogance that had led her into this catastrophe.

The two wagons stayed close to the Arkansas River, as they continued west, but the Arkansas was a mineral polluted river. The wagon carrying the extra water kegs for the draft animals had been lost at Upper Crossing, so they had to ration their drinking water. Each wagon had a water barrel the travelers had to replenish from unpolluted springs and brooks, but these were few and far between. The mountain men knew where to search for them, but Holtz and Billy Gap Tooth stayed with the main body, leaving Colter the dangerous task of scouting for water alone. Each dawn, he wolfed down a bite or two of corn pone and salt pork Kathleen fried over the fire, drank a swallow of her coffee, and then rode off while the other men lingered over their morning smokes. He often disappeared for most of the day. Each morning, Kathleen half expected him to strike out on his own, leaving the others to whatever fate awaited them, but he always returned and led them to clean water.

On the fifth day after the stampede, the two wagons stopped to refill water casks beside a small stream that Colter had discovered. Kathleen told Captain Freepole to excuse her for a few minutes. He nodded.

“Where you off to now, missy?” Holtz sat his horse while the teamsters filled the water casks. As usual, Billy Gap Tooth sat his horse next to Holtz.

“I have to attend to a private matter,” Kathleen said and pointed toward a screening stand of mesquite a hundred yards away.

“Whoa, hold on there.” Holtz grinned. “We can’t be standing on manners and such anymore, not least ways while them Comanche no doubt dogging our trail. Ain’t that right, Billy?”

The half-breed nodded and showed the reason for his name in a broad grin. The teamsters slowed work to watch—a couple of them smiled. Colter stood by his horse where it slaked water from the stream, watching the prairie horizon well to the south of the water hole. Kathleen glanced at Captain Freepole, who sat on the wagon seat and stared at the backs of his team.

“I said this was a private matter.” She kept her voice steady, matter of fact, and met Holtz’s leer without flinching. The way things stood with the expedition, she wanted to avoid a quarrel, if possible.

“Me and Billy better go with you then.” Holtz winked at his shadow, Billy Gap Tooth, who nodded his head. “Wouldn’t want them Comanche coming along and lifting your hair while you’re all alone.”

“I do not need your protection,” Kathleen said and then raised her voice. “Captain Freepole.”

The merchant lifted his gaze
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