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DANGER IN
THE PASS



CHAPTER ONE


“What’s wrong with you tonight, Moses?” Mary asked her mule as they trudged through a snow-covered mountain pass. “You’re moving about as fast as a snail.”


Moses, who was ahead of the two horses pulling the wagon, lifted his head and snorted.


“That wasn’t very nice,” she said. “We’ve got to get all this freight and food to the mission as soon as we can. The nuns and schoolchildren are waiting on us. You know this route as well as me. I need you to move faster so the horses will follow your lead.”


Moses bobbed his head but didn’t go any faster.


“Are you still mad at me, Moses? Well, I declare, your temper is as bad as mine sometimes. I didn’t have a choice. I was forced to leave you and the horses two nights ago. That snowstorm made it too difficult to see. And the snow was too deep for you to travel in. You would have gotten stuck. At least the trees protected you from the weather when I tied you three up. I’m the one who should be angry. I put on snowshoes and carried all those sacks of mail on my shoulders for ten miles in the freezing snow! Oh well, at least tonight we got a little light on the road from the full moon.”
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Stagecoach Mary often used a freight wagon to haul her stock. This heavy four-wheeled vehicle was often pulled by pack animals such as horses, mules, or oxen. It was used to haul goods, farming equipment, food supplies, and sometimes people.
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Before horses were brought to North America, Native Americans, commonly wore snowshoes to hunt bison. Snowshoes were necessary in places where snow fell deep and often.








Moses’s ears flapped, but he wouldn’t look at her. “Look . . . it’s my job to deliver the mail. I haven’t missed a day yet, and I don’t plan to! I’m the first black woman mail carrier in not only Montana, but the whole country! So I’ve got a lot to prove. The post office thinks women are too soft and scared to deliver mail on these dangerous roads. But not Mary Fields! I showed them that even though I’m in my sixties, I can hitch a team of six horses faster than anybody. They call me Stagecoach Mary! And I’m not afraid of anything—not even bad weather or robbers!” Moses looked around nervously. He stared for a long time at the trees along the path. Suddenly, he stopped. He stomped his hooves and brayed. His loud hee-haws echoed in the chilly air. The horses looked confused as they shifted back and forth in their harnesses. They started neighing, and Mary could see their breath.


“What’s wrong with everybody? You see something, Moses?”


Shadows raced across their path, snarling and growling.


Wolves!


Moses and the frightened horses bucked and reared as the wolves attacked. The wagon jerked and then dumped the supplies and Mary into the freezing snow. She pulled her .38 Smith and Wesson from her belt and fired it into the air. Luckily, the loud shots made the wolf pack flee into the forest, but Mary knew they weren’t gone. They desperately wanted the food.
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Hungry wolves often hung around frontiersmen, explorers, fur traders, soldiers, and missionaries’ camps. Occasionally, they attacked a party’s horses and mules, especially if the animal strayed or was left alone.








“Well, fellas, it looks like it’s going to be a long night. It’s too dark to repair the wagon, so we’re going to have to wait until morning. But don’t you worry! Stagecoach Mary is going to protect you from those hungry wolves!”


She patted Moses on the head and fed him and the horses some carrots and sugar to calm them down.


“Now I get it. So that’s what was wrong, huh, Moses? I’m so sorry. You knew those wolves were following us, didn’t you?” She felt his icy whiskers as he crushed his face affectionately against hers.


Mary grabbed her rifle and sat on top of a large crate with her pistol in her lap. She pulled out one of her homemade cigars and lit it.


“Okay, wolves, make your move. I’m ready for you!” She shouted as she cocked her rifle.
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Mary knew the difference between the coyote and the gray wolf, which was more common in Montana. Coyotes were also called prairie jackals or brush wolves. Gray wolves were also called big prairie wolves or loafers. The wolves would often rest, or loaf around, after eating a big meal.
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How to recognize a gray wolf

GRAY WOLF COYOTE

oy i

Color: light gray to black Color: light gray/brown

Dimensions: 2.5 feet tall, 5-6 feet Ionq Dimensions: 15 feet tall,
4 feet long
Tall pointed ears
Narrow snout

80-120 pounds 20-50 pounds

Paw size: 4" x 5" Pawsize: 2" 125" N

Wolves are protected by federal law under the Endangered Species Act.
Source: U.S. Fish and Wildiife Service
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