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Only the Strong

 


Nate and Winona King know that the frontier is a dangerous
place. Even more so for a family of runaway slaves. The Kings
thought they saved their new friends from the worst of
their troubles, a
gang of vicious slave hunters. But two of the hunters survived --
and have hired a seasoned frontiersman and four killers to track
the Kings and the runaways down. Nate and Winona continue to lead
their party across the vast prairie to the far distant Rockies.
Little do they realize that a pack of two-legged wolves are nipping
at their heels ... and that eventually the prairie will run red
with blood.

 


The Outcast

 


The warrior was alone. After a bloodthirsty, unthinkable
act, he'd been banished from his tribe. Now he was forced to survive in the
wilds by himself. If only at least he had a woman ... In a remote
valley teeming with wildlife, he finds one. Desperate for
companionship, regardless of the color of her skin, he takes her.
But this woman has already been claimed. And her man, a wildcat
named Zack King, won't let her go without a fight ... to the
death!
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One

 


THEY WERE SEVEN rattlers on horseback.

They came out of the east, and the dawn,
wending along the belt of green that fringed the Platte River. In
the lead rode a hawk-faced man in buckskins, a fine Kentucky rifle
in the crook of his arm. His eyes were as hard as flint. He missed
nothing, this man. Not the deer that bounded off at their approach,
not the buzzard that circled high in the sky, not the lowly
sparrows that flitted and chirped in the undergrowth.

The man was a hunter by nature. As a boy
he’d hunted everything that breathed. Rabbits, coons, squirrels,
deer, boars, bear … all fell to his swift trigger finger. Now, as a
man, he hunted a different kind of game. His quarry didn’t have
four legs; his quarry had two. He was a hunter of men. But only a
certain type of men. Men—and women—with black skin.

He hunted runaway slaves.

Wesley was his name. That was all he went
by. He always wore buckskins. He always had his rifle with him and
a knife on his hip. Born and bred in the backwoods, he was a
product of the forest.

Wesley was good at what he did. Never, in
the eight years he had been a slave hunter, had a slave escaped
him. Until recently he worked for a man called Catfish. But now
Catfish was dead and Wesley had struck off on his own, as much for
the money the slaves would bring as for revenge; the slaves he was
after were to blame for Catfish’s death.

Behind Wesley came six others, the last
leading packhorses. Some wore homespun and some wore store-bought
clothes. They all bristled with weapons. Each was an armory and
needed to be, given where they were and where they were headed.

It was the middle of the morning when Wesley
came to a clearing and drew rein. In the center were the charred
remains of a campfire. Dismounting, Wesley sank onto a knee and ran
his fingers through the blackened bits of wood and ash. “We’re a
week behind, maybe less.”

“Damn!” declared a
man-mountain whose bushy tangle of a beard covered his entire
chest. “I was hopin’ we’d have gained by now.”

“Patience, Trumbo,” Wesley
said to his friend and partner. “We must be patient.”

A third man, the youngest, a bundle of
nerves in a floppy black hat, gray shirt and brown pants, swore.
“Patience, hell. I figured on catching them by now. At the rate
we’re going, we’ll be lucky to do it before they reach the
Rockies.”

“Here or there, it’s all
the same,” Wesley said. “You need to work on your patience, too,
Cranston.”

Cranston frowned. The day was hot and the
heat did not help his temper. “The last thing I need is someone
telling me what I need.”

Wesley stood and turned, and when he stopped
turning his Kentucky rifle was pointed at the younger man’s head.
“I’m tired of your carping.”

“Now listen—”

“No. You listen. Learn to curb that
tongue of yours, or you can head on back.”

Cranston blinked and gestured. “By my
lonesome? Are you addlepated? We’re hundreds of miles from the
Mississippi, in the middle of the prairie, for God’s sake.”

“Kit Carson could make it
back. Daniel Boone could make it. I
could make it.”

“You were born in the
woods. You’re at home in these wilds.” Cranston gazed with distaste
about them. “Trees and grass, grass and trees, that’s all we’ve
seen for days. Give me a city or town.”

The next rider, short of stature and broad
with muscle, grunted in agreement. “You have your talents, Wesley,
and we have ours. It’s why you hired us.”

“I hired you and your
friends, Olan, because you kill for money. But don’t make the
mistake of thinking Trumbo or I won’t do our own killing when
there’s some to be done.”

“You hired us for our lack
of scruples? I’m shocked.” Olan grinned as he said it.

Wesley allowed himself a rare smile. “I
asked around. They say you will kill anyone, anytime, with no
qualms. Best of all, they say that when you take a job, you see it
through.”

“We’ve never disappointed
anyone yet.”

The last man, the one leading their
packhorses, was at least twenty years older than the rest. He wore
greasy buckskins. He had overheard, and he called out, “What about
me, slave hunter? Trumbo, there, is your pard. Olan and Cranston
and Bromley and Kleist blow out wicks. But why did you hire
me?”

“You, Harrod?” Wesley
stepped to his mount. “I hired you because you have something the
rest don’t.”

“What would that
be?”

“Experience. You know the
prairie and the mountains.”

“That I do,” Harrod agreed
with a bob of his salt-and-pepper chin. “I got the itch back when
beaver plews fetched good money.”

Wesley went to respond, but just then the
brush rustled and out stepped several Indians. Instantly, he
trained his Kentucky on them. Everyone else, with the exception of
Harrod, jerked their rifles to their shoulders.

“Don’t shoot!” the old
frontiersman yelled. “They’re harmless. They’re only
Otoes.”

There were two men and a woman. The men wore
leggings but no shirts. Their black hair was cropped short at the
front and on the sides, but they had long braids at the back. All
had high cheekbones and low foreheads. The men were armed with bows
but had not notched arrows to the strings.

The woman stayed back, her face shyly
averted. A doeskin dress fell to below her knees.

“They’re friendly, you
say?” Wesley asked.

“None friendlier, unless
it’s the Shoshones,” Harrod answered. “They farm some, they hunt
some, they leave whites be.”

Olan was admiring the woman. “It’s been
weeks since I had me a female.”

“They’re friendly, I say,”
Harrod repeated.

“I can be right friendly,
too.”

One of the warriors went up to Wesley and
smiled. His hands flowed in expressive movements.

“That there is sign
language,” Harrod said. “Nearly all the tribes use it to
talk.”

“What is he
saying?”

“His name is High-backed
Wolf. He greets his white brothers and asks if we have coffee to
spare.”

“White brother, am I?”
Wesley said, and raising his Kentucky, he shot High-backed Wolf in
the face.

For a few seconds the other two Otoes were
frozen with shock. Then the other warrior snatched at his quiver,
but he had just started to draw an arrow out when several rifles
thundered at once and he was jolted backward by the impact of
multiple slugs.

The woman put the back of her hand to her
mouth, her eyes wide with terror, and wheeled to flee. She only
managed a couple of steps before Olan brought his horse up next to
her and brought the stock of his rifle crashing down.

“God in Heaven!” Harrod
exclaimed. “What the hell did you do that for? I told you they were
friendly.”

Wesley stared at the blood oozing from the
hole below High-backed Wolf’s right eye. “Get this straight, old
man. I’m not anyone’s brother unless they’re white.” Leaning his
Kentucky against his leg, Wesley uncapped his powder horn. “I can’t
abide the lower races.”

“Lower?”

“The red race. The black
race. The yellow race. You name it.” Wesley poured powder into his
palm. “Why do you think I do what I do?”

“I figured it was for the
money. Or maybe you were one of those who likes the thrill of the
hunt.”

“There’s that. But the
main reason I became a slave hunter is because I can’t stand
blacks. I can’t stand how they look. I
can’t stand how they talk. I can’t stand their stink. If it were up
to me, I’d wipe out every damn darkie.”

Olan chuckled. “A man after my own
heart.”

“I didn’t know,” Harrod
said.

“Now you do. From here on
out, every redskin we come across I’ll kill, unless there are too
many of them.”

“I see. And these slaves
we’re after? The Worth family? Do you plan to kill them,
too?”

“Be sensible. The bounty
is for dead or alive, but it’s a lot more for alive. That’s how
I’ll take them back so long as they don’t give me cause to curl up
their toes.”

“I see,” Harrod said
again. He nodded at the woman, who had groaned and was stirring.
“What about her?”

“She’s Olan’s to do with
as he pleases.”

Olan licked his thin lips. “Now this is the
kind of job I like. Kleist, fetch some water from the river so we
can bring her around. Cranston, Bromley, climb down and hold her
arms and legs. She’s apt to claw and kick.”

Harrod gigged his horse toward the other
side of the clearing.

“Where do you think you’re
going?” Wesley wanted to know.

“I’d rather not
watch.”

Olan scowled. “What is this, old man? Don’t
tell me you’re some kind of Injun lover?”

“I don’t give any more of
a hoot about red skin than I do about white,” Harrod said. “But I
do give a hoot about females. I can’t stand to see them abused.
It’s the one thing I’ll not abide.”

“Well, I’ll be,” Olan
said.

Cranston laughed and shook his head. “It
takes all kinds, doesn’t it?” He trained his rifle on the
frontiersman’s back. “I ought to blow you to hell, you old
goat.”

“We need him,” Wesley
said.

“But you heard,” Cranston
objected. “He’s got a soft spot. Me, I lost my grandpa and an uncle
to red vermin, and I’d as soon shoot anyone who sides with
them.”

Wesley raised his Kentucky. “I don’t make a
habit of repeating myself, boy. Harrod is not to be touched. I have
a special use for him.”

Cranston hesitated, and then saw that Trumbo
had pointed his rifle at him, too. Shrugging, he said, “Whatever
you say, Mister. You’re paying us. But I should think you’d agree
with me, hating Injuns and blacks like you do.”

“There’s a time and a
place, boy. We have to know when to keep our hate in and when to
let it out.” Wesley nodded at Harrod. “You can go on ahead if you
want but don’t go far.”

The frontiersman jabbed his heels into his
horse. He rode several hundred yards and drew rein on a grassy bank
overlooking a pool. Climbing down, he sat with his legs dangling
over the side and stared at the water.

After a few moments hooves thudded, and
Harrod pushed to his feet. He didn’t hide his surprise. “I reckoned
you would stay and take part.”

“Not me,” Wesley said,
alighting with agile grace. “Her kind don’t appeal to
me.”

“Your partner,
Trumbo?”

“He’s not as
particular.”

Harrod gnawed his lower lip until he
couldn’t hold in what he wanted to say. “Mind if I ask you a
question?”

“Only if you don’t mind if
I don’t answer.”

“Fair enough.” Harrod sat
back down. “These blacks we’re after, the Worth family.”

“What about
them.”

“You told me they’re
runaway slaves, but you never told me why they ran away. Is it that they
want to be free? I’ve heard that a good many Negroes try to reach
Northern states like Pennsylvania and New York.”

“You heard true,” Wesley
confirmed.

“Then why are these Worths
heading west? Why try and reach the Rockies when it makes more
sense for them to do the same as other runaway slaves?”

Wesley puffed a speck of dust from his
rifle. “They’re not running for their freedom. They’re running for
their lives.”

“Care to
explain?”

Squatting, Wesley balanced his rifle across
his knees and regarded the flowing water. “These Worths did the
worst thing slaves can do: They killed their master.”

“Does that happen
often?”

“Hardly ever. They worked
on a plantation run by Frederick Sullivan and his two sons, Brent
and Justin. Brent took a shine to Randa Worth and her pa went and
murdered him.”

“I see.”

“You say that a lot,”
Wesley said.

Harrod gnawed on his lower lip some more.
“Mind if I ask you another question?”

“Damned if you ain’t the
most curious son of a bitch I ever ran across. What
now?”

“You made mention of some
people who are helping the Worths. Who are they? And what do we do
when we catch them?”

“The Worths are being
helped by a mountain man and his squaw. It was them who killed the
man I worked for, a gent known as Catfish, the best slave hunter
there ever was. They’ll pay for that. They’ll pay in blood. But
first I intend for them to suffer. I want to hear them beg for
their lives before I snuff out their wicks.”

“I see.”

“You only think you
do.”

“This mountain man and his
wife; do you happen to know their names?”

“Nate and Winona
King.”


 


 


Two

 


THE GIRL WAS young and black and full of
life. She had on a store-bought dress, the first store-bought dress
she ever owned. If it were up to her she would keep it locked in a
trunk and put it on only for special occasions. But her mother
insisted she wear it to show the man and woman who bought it for
her that she truly liked it, and the girl always did as her mother
wanted her to do.

Randa Worth would wear it, but she refused
to let it get dirty. Every smudge, every smear, every particle of
dirt, she washed off. At night she shook the dress out, neatly
folded it, and slept with it under her blanket, where it would be
safe.

On this particular evening, Randa had been
sipping tea when she spilled some on the dress. She promptly put
the tin cup down and hurried to the river. The Platte River, they
told her it was called.

Sinking to her knees, Randa dipped her hands
in the water and splashed some on the spots the tea had made. Not
that she thought the tea would leave stains; she wasn’t taking any
chances with the prettiest dress she’d ever owned, though.

Randa’s reflection stared back at her from
the surface of the Platte. She hadn’t changed much in the weeks
they had been on the trail. To look at her, a person would never
suspect the changes she was going through.

Her mother said every girl her age went
through them, but Randa wasn’t sure she liked them. She certainly
didn’t want her bosom to become as big as her mother’s, yet there
was no denying that where she had once had walnuts, she now had
apples.

“Why couldn’t I stay as I
was?” Randa asked her reflection, and bent to dip her hand in
again.

Suddenly the brush rustled and crackled, and
the next instant a monster lumbered into sight. Or so it seemed to
Randa. She had never seen a buffalo this close before. A bull
buffalo, over five feet tall at the shoulder, with curved horns
that made Randa think of twin sickles. She shuddered at the thought
of them ripping into her body, and she cupped her wet hand to her
mouth to holler to the others for help.

But Randa didn’t yell. She had changed her
mind. So far the buffalo was ignoring her. Maybe it didn’t realize
she was there. A yell might provoke it to charge.

Randa couldn’t get over how big it was. She
had seen cows and oxen and hogs back on the plantation, but they
were puny compared to this beast. Or maybe it was her imagination.
Maybe it only looked so enormous because it was so close. Maybe it
really wasn’t as scary as she thought it was.

Then the great behemoth of
the plains swiveled its giant head and stared at her, and Randa
felt goose bumps ripple down her spine. It really
was scary, and when its
nostrils flared and it snorted, Randa did what her instincts
compelled her to do: She rose, whirled, and ran.

And Randa could run. Ever
since she was knee high to her mother,
she’d been extremely swift of foot. She proved it by winning many
of the races the slaves held. She’d always wanted to enter the
races the whites put on, but it wasn’t allowed. Slaves were not
allowed to mix socially with their masters.

Randa flew, her bare feet smacking the earth
so lightly and rapidly that she barely touched the ground.

But as fast as she was, the buffalo was
faster.

She heard it crashing through the vegetation
after her, and she glanced back to discover, to her horror, that
its size did not mean it was slow. To the contrary, its massive
muscles propelled it after her as if it were a hairy cannonball
shot from a cannon.

“Oh God!” Randa blurted,
and applied all the speed her sinews could muster. The cottonwoods
and other trees were a blur. She was running blindly, desperately,
and it occurred to her that wasn’t the thing to do. She should run
for help. She should make for the clearing where she had left her
ma and pa and brother, and the Kings. Nate King, in particular,
would know what to do. The mountain man knew everything there was
to know about the prairie and the animals that called the prairie
their home.

The buffalo narrowed the space between them.
Every breath was a wheeze as loud as a blacksmith’s bellows. The
thud of its heavy hooves was like the beat of drums.

Randa glanced back again and gasped. It was
so close! Its black horns bobbed with every bound, and she imagined
them hooking her and rending her poor body limb from limb. “Please,
no,” she said.

Randa faced front. Too late, she saw the
bush. She didn’t know what kind it was, only that it was a tangle
of small vinelike limbs, and when she slammed into them, they
wrapped around her legs. Before she could stop or veer to the side,
her feet were swept out from under her and she crashed down on her
shoulder. Instantly, Randa went to push up and keep running, but a
gigantic silhouette loomed above her, and she turned to stone.

The bull straddled her. Out of the corner of
her eye, Randa saw its gaze fixed intently on her. It sniffed her
and pawed the ground. Its warm breath fanned her arm, her cheek.
She was nose to nostrils with one of the most fearsome creatures on
the continent, and she bit her lip to keep from screaming.

“Don’t move!”

Randa’s gaze darted to the man who had
rushed up. She almost cried out his name in heartfelt relief.

 


Nate King was big in his own right. Big and
broad of shoulder, his muscular frame clothed in buckskins and
moccasins. A powder horn and ammo pouch crisscrossed his chest. A
possibles bag hung at his side. Twin flintlock pistols were wedged
under his wide brown leather belt, and a bowie knife in a beaded
sheath hung on his left hip. On his right hip was a tomahawk. In
his hands, trained on the bull buffalo, was a Hawken rifle custom
made for him by the famed brothers of that name in St. Louis. A
beaver hat contained his black mane of hair, and a single white
eagle feather hung from the back of his head.

“Don’t move,” Nate
cautioned a second time. “It’s only curious. If it were mad, you’d
be dead by now.”

The buffalo raised its shaggy head and
stared at him. Nate fingered his Hawken but didn’t shoot. His wife
came running to his side and wedged her rifle to her shoulder.

“Don’t fire unless it
charges, Winona.”

Winona was a Shoshone. A fine doeskin dress,
decorated with scores of blue beads, hung to below her knees. Like
Nate, she had a powder horn, ammo pouch and hunting knife. Like
Nate, she was armed with a brace of pistols and held a Hawken. And
like her man, she showed no fear as she took deliberate aim.

“If it charges, go for the
lungs.”

“I have killed buffalo
before, Husband. You might recall … you were there when I shot some
of them.”

Nate had specified the lungs for a reason.
Buffalo skulls were so thick that penetrating them to the brain was
next to impossible. A heart or lung shot was best, and even then
the lead ball must shear through thick layers of fat and muscle to
reach the vitals. Next to grizzlies and gluttons, buffalo were
about the hardest creatures to kill of any alive.

Other figures came running: a black man
almost as big as Nate, a woman as wide as she was tall, and a boy
of fourteen. Samuel Worth; his wife, Emala; and their son,
Chickory. All three stopped when Nate motioned.

“Randa!” Emala
cried.

“Hush, woman!” Samuel
Worth snapped. “Do you want to get our girl killed?”

Chickory grabbed his
father’s arm. “What do we do, Pa? What do we
do?”

“You do nothing,” Nate
King said. “Stand still and keep quiet and maybe it will leave her
be.”

“Maybe?”

The bull sniffed loudly at Randa’s face and
neck. A drop of saliva fell on her cheek, and she quivered.

“Stay still!” Nate
stressed.

Randa was trying, but her body wouldn’t stop
trembling.

Nate edged forward. The girl was doing her
best but might give in to fear at any moment. He’d encountered
buffs before, and nine times out of ten, when confronted by a
human, they ran. It was the tenth time he had to worry about.

The bull snorted. It stamped. Just when it
seemed it would charge, it wheeled and crashed off through the
undergrowth.

“Praise the Lord!” Emala
exclaimed.

Nate was the first to reach Randa, and he
helped her up. “Are you all right? Did it hurt you any?”

Randa, trembling, sagged against him, her
cheek on his broad chest. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Nate patted her shoulder. “There, there. You
did fine. Exactly as you should have.”

“I did?”

Winona joined them. Only a few steps behind
were Chickory, Samuel and Emala.

Emala pried Randa from Nate and practically
enfolded her daughter in her motherly bosom. “Lordy! Don’t scare us
like that, child. I was prayin’ like I’ve never prayed. That awful
creature, with all that hair and those horns! Why the Good Lord
made such a thing, only the Good Lord knows.”

Samuel offered his calloused hand to Nate.
“I’m sorry you have to keep savin’ us, Mr. King. I thank you
again.”

Nate shook Samuel’s hand
heartily. He liked the Worths, liked them a lot. It was partly why
he agreed to guide them to the Rockies. The other part had to do
with the slaver hunters who had been after them. Two-legged coyotes
who hurt Winona when she tried to help the Worths. No one hurt
Nate’s wife and got away with it. Ever.

Chickory was staring after the buffalo. “Did
you see how big that thing was? And you say there’s millions of
them? How can that be? Are they like rabbits, always havin’
young?”

Nate explained, “The cows usually only have
one calf at a time. I reckon there are so many because they can
live twenty-five years or better, and there’s not much that can
kill them except man.” Wolves weeded out the old and the sick, but
they were relatively few.

“It’s the Almighty’s
doin’,” Emala declared. “His hand is over this land. It’s the
Garden of Eden all over again.”

Nate read the Bible often. He loved to read.
In their cabin was an entire shelf lined with books, his most
prized possessions. “The Garden of Eden had the Tree of Life and
every animal under the sun.”

Emala brightened. “You know your
Scripture.”

“When my children were
little, I read passages to them every night.”

“So did I. I admire that
in a man,” Emala said with a pointed look at her husband. “Ask my
family and they’ll tell you that I’m the God-fearin’est female who
ever lived.”

“Ain’t that the truth,”
Chickory said.

“Amen, Son,” Samuel threw
in.

Emala frowned. “You and me are havin’ words
tonight when we’re alone.”

“What are you mad about
now?”

“Nothin’.”

“Then why do you look fit
to kick me?”

Nate couldn’t get over how much they
squabbled. Emala was particular about things, and when they weren’t
done to suit her, she let whomever displeased her know it. It made
him appreciate Winona all the more. Oh, she lit into him now and
again and nagged him on occasion, but mostly she let him do as he
felt best without constantly criticizing him.

Randa clasped Nate’s hand. “You sure were
wonderful, Mr. King.”

“I hardly did anything,”
Nate assured her, and was puzzled when his wife grinned.

“You stood up to that
buffalo as bold as could be.” Randa heaped on the praise. “The same
as when you helped us against those slave hunters.”

“A man does what he has
to.” Nate didn’t know what else to say. He tried to pull his hand
back but she held on.

“You killed three of them
to save us,” Randa gushed. “You were”—she stopped, searching for
the right word—“magnificent.”

Emala snatched her daughter’s wrist. “Come
on, girl.” She nearly yanked Randa off her feet. “Let’s get you
back to the fire, where it’s safe.”

Nate watched them walk off and became aware
that his wife was staring at him and still grinning. “What?”

“My, you are a handsome
devil,” Winona said in her flawless English. She had a talent for
learning languages that far surpassed his own.

“What are you talking
about?”

“You do not see it, and it
is right in front of your face.”

“What?”

“Is that the only word you
know today?” Winona made a show of trying to remember something.
“Now, let me see. What is it our daughter-in-law likes is to say
about men? Oh, yes.” She paused. “As blind as bats and as dumb as
tree stumps.” She laughed gaily.

“Why is it,” Nate asked,
“that women feel the need to talk rings around a man before they
get to the point?”

“My point, dear husband,
is that sweet Randa is smitten. Ever since you saved them from
those slave hunters, her eyes follow you everywhere. Surely you’ve
noticed?”

No, Nate hadn’t, and he decided to change
the subject. “It’s too bad I didn’t kill all of them.”

“Why? Do you think the two
who got away will make more trouble for the Worths?”

“I hope not. I hope they
have the brains to leave well enough be. But Samuel told me there’s
a bounty on their heads. Thousands of dollars. That pair might not
give up.”

“What will you do if they
come after us?”

“Need you ask?” Nate King
said.


 


 


Three

 


EMALA WORTH WOULD tell you she wasn’t the
bravest of souls. Truth was, Emala was timid. She was scared of so
many things, she had lost count. Spiders, snakes, mice, rats,
mosquitoes, bees, wasps, lightning, big dogs, bulls and even cows.
She was afraid of horses, too, although she was gradually getting
over her fear of them after weeks of riding across the prairie.

But one thing Emala couldn’t get over, one
fear she couldn’t escape, was her dread of the wilderness. There
was so much to be afraid of, it was as if the Good Lord
deliberately put the wilderness there just to scare people to
death. Bears, wolves, cougars, hostiles, you name it, the wild
haunts crawled with them. And from what the Kings told her, the
mountains weren’t any better.

Buffalo were at the top of
Emala’s to-be-afraid-of list. They were so big and so hairy, and those horns
were like swords. It didn’t help that they had bad tempers. She
couldn’t help comparing them to her husband, who was prone to lose
his temper now and again.

Emala’s heart had leaped
into her throat at the sight of her precious daughter being menaced
by that mean bull. Of all her many fears, her greatest
was that she would lose one of her children. They
were everything to her. It was partly out of love for Randa that
Emala agreed to flee the plantation even though her heart wasn’t in
it.

Some folks would say she was crazy. They
would say that being a slave was the worst thing you could be. But
being a slave was all Emala ever knew. She was born into slavery,
just as her mother before her. To her, their small shack and
pitifully few possessions were as good as life got, and she never
hankered after more.

It helped that Emala had refuge in her
faith. She believed in the Lord God Almighty. She’d read the Bible
completely through and was proud of the feat. When her children
were little, in the evenings she would read to them to instill her
love of Scripture in them.

Leaving her Bible behind when they fled had
been the hardest thing Emala ever did. She missed it. She missed it
terribly. And now, winding along the Platte River, she grew sad
with regret. So sad, she didn’t notice when her horse acquired a
shadow.

“Is something the
matter?”

Emala gave a start. “Mr. King! You about
scared me out of a year’s growth.”

Nate was astride his big bay, his Hawken in
the crook of his elbow. “You looked fit to cry.”

“I am,” Emala confessed.
She explained, ending with, “I can do without a lot of things, but
I can’t do without my Scripture.”

“Maybe I can help,” Nate
offered. “Remember my little library I mentioned?”

“I surely do.” Emala had
always wanted to own more books but what little money she earned
back on the plantation went for more important things.

“I have a Bible. In fact,
I have two. One was my mother’s. I brought it back with me from my
last trip to New York City. The other one I bought in St. Louis. I
had a third, a Bible that belonged to my Uncle Zeke, but I lost it
when some men broke into our cabin.”

“They destroyed your
Bible?”

“And all my other books.
It took me a long time to replace them.”

“Any man who would do that
to the Word of the Lord should be burned at the stake.” Emala
paused. “Your Uncle Zeke, you say? Isn’t he the one who brought you
out here? He was goin’ to teach you all there was to know about
livin’ in the mountains, but then he went and died on you,
right?”

“Uncle Zeke was killed by
the Kiowas, yes. Fortunately, a friend of his came along and became
my mentor, you might say. Shakespeare McNair.” Nate gazed up the
trail. “The point of all this is that I have a Bible to spare. When
we reach King Valley, I’ll give it to you.”

“Oh, I couldn’t take your
Bible.” Emala was genuinely shocked. She was used to whites
treating her pretty much as they treated their cattle. But Nate and
Winona had been kind to them from the start. The Kings bought them
clothes and weapons, and, wonder of wonders, not only offered to
guide them to the Rocky Mountains, but invited them to come live in
the same valley.

Emala never imagined white folks could be so
nice. She’d noticed that Nate never cussed, which was a miracle in
itself. It was her experience that cussing came as natural to men
as breathing. Even her Samuel, no matter how much she nagged him,
couldn’t control his tongue.

Then there was Winona. Emala had never met
an honest-to-goodness Indian woman before. Somehow, Emala got it
into her head that all Indians lived for, male and female, was to
lift the hair of every white—and black—they came across. But Winona
was about the sweetest lady Emala ever met, and about the
strongest. No so much physically strong as strong inside. Emala
envied her. She would have liked to be as strong, but it just
wasn’t in her.

Suddenly Emala became aware Nate was still
talking.

“… sitting on the shelf gathering dust. I’d be obliged if you
would reconsider.”

“It might take us forever
to repay you.”

“Who asked you to? It’s
enough that the book will be in the hands of someone who
appreciates it.” Nate smiled and reached out and touched her arm,
then jabbed his heels and trotted on ahead.

“What a fine man,” Emala
murmured.

Not ten seconds later Samuel took his place.
“What were you two talkin’ about just now?”

“Why, Husband, you almost
sound jealous,” Emala teased.

“Be serious, woman. What
is there to be jealous about? Nate’s wife is the prettiest female I
ever set eyes on. He’s not about to throw her over for the likes of
you.”

Emala’s blood began to boil. “Please, no
more compliments. I don’t think I can stand the praise.”

Samuel cocked his head. “Listen to yourself.
You’re being silly. All I’m sayin’ is that Nate King is happy with
the woman he’s got.”

“How about
you?”

“Me? How did I get into
this?”

“Are you happy with the
woman you’ve got? Sometimes you don’t act like you are.”

Wagging a finger at her, Samuel said, “No,
you don’t. You’re not turnin’ this around and blamin’ me for God
knows what.”

“I wish you wouldn’t take
the Lord’s name in vain. When we get to the Pearly Gates, He’s
liable to turn you away.”

“Don’t start on me with
your religion.”

“It’s your religion too.
Or have you gone and given up on God just as you gave up on our
life on the plantation?”

Samuel squirmed as if fit to burst. “If you
call wantin’ a new and better life for my family giving up, then
yes, I guess I gave up. Maybe you didn’t mind havin’ a yoke around
your neck every minute of every day, but I did.”

“You always make it out to
be worse than it was.”

“And you always make it
out to be better. It’s just plain silly.”

“Well,” Emala
said.

They were silent for a space, and then Emala
said, “What’s happenin’ to us? We never argued this much before we
became runaways.”

“I don’t rightly know,”
Samuel admitted. “But it seems as if we can’t hardly talk anymore
without fightin’.”

Emala was about to say that despite all
their spatting, she still cared for him as deeply as ever, when she
became aware that Nate King had stopped and raised an arm to signal
them to do the same. “What is it, do you suppose?”

Nate said something to Chickory, who turned
and whispered to Randa, who turned and whispered to Emala.

“Mr. King says there are a
bunch of Indians yonder, and they might be hostiles.”

“Lordy!” Emala exclaimed
in horror. She could practically feel the sharp sting of a knife
slitting her throat from ear to ear. “Is there no end?”

 


Nate King heard her and almost turned to
tell her to hush, but she fell quiet. He concentrated on the
figures moving about in a clearing ahead. By their features and
their scalp locks and how they had fashioned their buckskins, he
determined they were Pawnees.

Considered a friendly tribe, the Pawnees
were some of the first to venture east of the Mississippi River to
visit the land of the white men. They were quick to see that trade
with the whites was to their advantage. Years ago, Pawnee chiefs
met with President Jefferson. Later on, about twenty of them paid
President Monroe a visit and put on a war dance at the White
House.

But for all their friendliness, the Pawnees
had a dark side. They were known to practice human sacrifice. Young
female captives were offered up to the morning star in the belief
it brought good fortune.

Other tribes distrusted them, which was not
unusual since many tribes were suspicious of one another. But
distrust of the Pawnees ran particularly deep. They had a
reputation for being bloodthirsty. There was even a Shoshone saying
to the effect that a Pawnee would smile as he greeted you while
stabbing you in the back.

“Do we go around?” Winona
asked. She held her Hawken across her saddle with her thumb on the
hammer and her finger on the trigger.

Nate counted nine Pawnees
altogether. Since two were warriors and
two were women and five were young ones ranging in age from ten
about to about twenty, he reckoned it to be two families. They’d
erected temporary shelters and were drying buffalo meat and curing
hides.

Winona was looking about. “I only see these,
but there could be others.”

Nate scanned both sides of the Platte. “I
think it’s just them.”

Unlike other plains tribes, the Pawnees did
not rely on the buffalo for their existence. They hunted the beasts
now and then, but mostly they farmed. They raised squash and maize
and beans and other crops.

“Do we go around?” Winona
asked again.

Nate shook his head. He doubted the two
warriors would do anything with their families there.

“I hope you know what you
are doing.”

Nate hoped so, too. The last time he had
dealings with the Pawnees, they tried to kill him. He gigged his
bay, his Hawken at his side.

A young boy playing with a hoop made of
sticks was the first to spot him, and shouted in alarm. Instantly,
the two warriors grabbed rifles and moved in front of their wives
and children to protect them.

Nate smiled to show he was friendly and
called out in English, “We come in peace.” In Shoshone, on the off
chance they understood it, he said, “We want to be friends.”

One of the warriors had streaks of gray in
his hair and a seamed face that showed as clearly as words that he
was a man who had seen and done much in his lifetime. His eyes
glinted with intelligence. “We like peace, white man.”

Nate drew rein. Winona did
likewise. Then the Worths emerged, and it
was all Nate could do not to laugh.

The Pawnees were astounded. Their mouths
fell, and the eyes of the young ones nearly bugged out of their
heads. One of the women exclaimed something in the Pawnee
tongue.

Nate reckoned they had never seen blacks
before. He remembered when the Shoshones first set eyes on a black
man, and how they touched his skin and his hair, marveling in
childlike wonder at the difference between his and their own.

The warrior with the gray streaks bobbed his
chin at the Worths. “These are the black white men I have heard
of?”

Nate wasn’t sure how to answer that. “They
are black, yes. They are not black whites. They are black
blacks.”

“Petalesharo saw blacks
many winters ago. He said they have hair like buffalo and their
skin is like the night. Some of our people did not believe him, but
now I see with my own eyes that he spoke true.”

Nate vaguely recalled hearing of a Pawnee
warrior by that name who went east of the Mississippi to see “the
great white Father.”

“You speak the white
tongue well.”

“I speak three. The tongue
of my people, your tongue, and the French tongue.”

Nate realized that here was another
linguist, like his wife. He had been shocked when he first
discovered how much better she was at learning new languages. It
was his first true inkling of her keen intelligence. She was much
more intelligent than he was. Yet she still loved him. Now, there
was a miracle if ever there was one.

The Pawnee had gone on. “I
have done much trading with whites. And a
white man lived with my people two winters. He taught me much of
your tongue.” The warrior drew himself up to his full height. “I am
Pahaatkiwako. In your tongue I would be called Red Fox.”

“I’m called Grizzly
Killer.”

Red Fox did not hide his sudden interest.
“You are the white Shoshone? Your name is known among my people.
You have killed many of the silver bears.” He paused. “You have
killed Chaticks-si-Shaticks.”

Nate tensed. That was what the Pawnee called
themselves. It meant “men of men,” or something like that. “I kill
only those who try to kill me. The Pawnees I killed were trying to
spill my blood. I hope you won’t hold it against me.”

For all of a half minute the issue hung in
the balance. The warrior’s inscrutable face gave no clue to what he
was thinking. Then he smiled and opened his arms wide, saying, “I
am Pahaatkiwako of the Chaui, a Hunter, and I welcome you.”

Nate was relieved. If he recollected
rightly, the Pawnees were divided into four clans, of which the
Chaui were one, although he couldn’t remember what the word meant.
He did know that the men further divided themselves into Hunters or
Warriors. The former spent much of their time killing game to feed
the mouths of their people, while the latter saw to village defense
and went on frequent raids. “I am honored to meet you, Red Fox.” He
introduced Winona and the Worths.

“My heart will be warm,
Grizzly Killer, if you will share our fire this night. We have much
meat and maize. You will not go hungry.”

Nate was tempted. They were making good time
in their passage across the prairie. It wouldn’t hurt to stop early
for once and spend an evening in pleasant company. He didn’t think
for a moment that Red Fox was up to no good. And besides, he would
take turns with Winona sitting up, just in case. “Let me put it to
a vote.” Wheeling his bay, he asked, “What will it be?” His
question was directed at the Worths.

Samuel answered first. “If you think it’s
safe, Mr. King, we’ll do whatever you say is best.”

“It will be nice to meet
other people,” Randa said.

Chickory was staring at a Pawnee girl about
his age. She, in turn, was fascinated by his hair. “I don’t
mind.”

Emala bit her lower lip. “I don’t know about
this. Are you sure they’re friendly? They won’t scalp us in our
sleep?”

Red Fox overheard, and chuckled. “We do not
lift the hair of women. You need not fear.”

“In that case, if everyone
else is for it, I’m for it, too.” Emala gave a nervous titter.
“What harm can it do?”


 


 


Four

 


WESLEY WAS ON one knee, intent on tracks he
was studying. “We’re barely a day behind. If we push all night, by
this time tomorrow we’ll have them.”

The six men on their horses behind him
looked at one another. They were worn and weary and four of them
were more than a little angry.

Olan was the angriest. Jabbing a finger at
the backwoodsman, he said sourly, “You better be joshing. If you
expect us to ride all night, you’re addlepated.”

Without taking his gaze from the tracks,
Wesley said, “Is something the matter? I’m paying good money for
your services.”

“I won’t argue that. But
all the money in creation won’t do us a lick of good if we ride
ourselves and our animals into the ground. Hell, we haven’t had
more than two to three hours’ sleep a night for the past ten days.
We need to rest if we’re to go up against that mountain man and his
squaw. They’re holy terrors. You said so yourself.”

“I’m with Olan,” Bromley
said. Of middling height and build, he was distinguished by a
bristly mustache and an English-made shotgun he hardly
ever put down. “As hard as you’re pushing us,
we’d be easy pickings.”

Trumbo kneed his mount up next to Wesley and
reined around so he faced the others. “You’ll do as Wes says, and
like it,” he rumbled, his rifle trained in the direction of the
malcontents.

Olan bristled. “Don’t threaten us. Not ever.
You can pay us to take lead, but we’ll be damned if we’ll stand for
any of that.”

“He’s right,” young
Cranston said.

Kleist, the quiet, grim German, gigged his
horse up next to Olan’s. Cranston and Bromley were quick to follow
suit, so that the four of them formed a crescent around Wesley and
Trumbo.

Trumbo hefted his rifle and glanced
nervously at the backwoodsman, who had not gotten up off his
knee.

Olan shifted in his saddle. “What about you,
Harrod? Do you stand with them or do you stand with us?”

The grizzled, greasy frontiersman had stayed
well back, with the packhorse. “Don’t rope me into this. I don’t
like riding all day and most of every night, either. But when he
hired me, Wesley told me we’d have to ride hard and fast. And since
he’s paying me more than I would get for most guide work, I reckon
I’ll do whatever he wants.”

It was then that Wesley slowly rose and just
as slowly turned. “Thank you for your confidence, Harrod. And
Trumbo, for your loyalty. As for the rest of you—” They all heard
the click of the Kentucky’s hammer, “I’m beginning to regret hiring
you. You came highly recommended as man killers but you fall short
in a lot of other ways.”

“Name one,” Olan said
indignantly.

“You can’t track worth a
lick. You can’t live off the land unless a deer or a rabbit comes
up and asks to be shot. You whine about the heat. You whine about
the dust. You whine about going without sleep.” Wesley pointed the
Kentucky at him. “Is there anything I’ve missed?”

“Hold on, there,” said
Olan.

“There are four of us and
only two of you,” Cranston said.

Wesley sighed. “Boy, I have a rifle and two
pistols and a knife besides. And if it comes to it, I’ll rip out
your throat with my teeth.”

“I’d like to see you
try.”

“Shut up, damn you!” Olan
snapped. He was staring at the Kentucky’s muzzle. “Listen,
woodsman. It could be I let my temper get the better of
me.”

“No could be about it,” Wesley said. “So
I won’t hold you to account this
time. But if there’s a next, I’ll have to rethink
whether you’re worth the aggravation.”

Cranston went to say something, but Olan
suddenly leaned over and punched his arm.

“Not a word, you
infant!”

Wesley lowered the Kentucky slightly. “I
admit this has been rough on all of us. But it’s either push hard
now or chase the darkies all the way to the Rocky Mountains.”

“That could take weeks,”
Olan said.

“We sure as hell don’t
want that,” Bromley remarked.

“Then quit your
bellyaching. The next time you—” Wesley stopped in
midsentence.

The reason was Trumbo, who had raised a big
arm and was pointing to the west. “Look yonder! Is that what I
think it is?”

The sun was setting. Only the crown had yet
to slip into the nether realm of impending night. And there, barely
distinguishable against the backsplash of yellow and pink, was a
tiny finger of orange.

“A campfire, you
reckon?”

Wesley sniffed like a bloodhound trying to
pick up a scent. “Wood smoke. They must have stopped for some
reason.”

“Everyone makes mistakes,”
Olan said.

“The mountain man hasn’t
yet. So let’s not put the cart before the horse. Maybe it’s someone
else. A lot of folks cross the prairie this time of year. Or it
could be redskins.”

“We should wait until
midnight, when all of them will most likely be asleep, and sneak up
on them,” Cranston suggested.

“All seven of us?” Wesley
scoffed. “Sneak up on a mountain man without him hearing
us?”

“You said it might not be
him.”

Bromley said, “We can be quiet as mice when
we need to be.”

“But can you be
quieter than mice?”
Wesley asked.

“That ain’t
possible.”

“It is if you know how.”
Wesley regarded each of them in turn. “Do any of you have any
notion what kind of man we’re up against? I’m not talking about the
slaves. They don’t have the brains God gave a squirrel, and their
senses are as dull as a turnip’s. I’m
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