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ONE bright June day in 1856 the driver of a covered wagon halted
on the outskirts of Independence, Missouri. All spring he had
traveled with wife and child to reach this frontier post. They were
tired and needed a rest before undertaking the long overland
journey westward. So he chose for camp a shady spot in a grove
where a brook ran deep and still under grassy banks.

This sturdy, middle-aged teamster answered to the name of Jim
Belmet. He hailed from Illinois and, like many of his kind, came of
pioneer stock. The West called irresistibly.

There were other camps along the stream. Columns of blue smoke
curled upward. The ring of ax on hard wood resounded through the
grove. Covered wagons lumbered along the dusty road toward the
post.

"Mary, what'll you need from town?" asked Jim, when he had
finished the necessary labors around camp.

His wife was a robust, comely woman, just then active round the
camp fire.

"Ham or bacon. Bread or flour. Coffee an' sugar," she
replied.

"Hey, Clint!" he called to his son. "Want to go in town with
me?"

"Naw," refused the boy, a blond stripling of twelve years. He
had a freckled face, clear, steady, gray eyes, and an intent and
quiet manner beyond his age. He was barefooted, and on the moment
appeared to be trimming a long slender willow pole.

"You'd rather fish, hey?" inquired the father.

"Betcha I would," returned Clint.

Jim turned to his wife with a gleam of humor on his
weatherbeaten face. "Wal, what you make of that lad? Here we've
been travelin' for months an' at last we've got to Independence.
Why, this here town will be like a circus! An' Clint would rather
fish!"

"Reckon Clint takes after my father, who was a great hunter an'
fisher," she said. "It's just as well, considerin' where we're
goin'."

Clint thereupon was left to his own devices. Evidently he well
knew what he was about, for he soon had his fishing rig ready. Next
he spaded up the damp ground near the water, where he found worms
for bait.

"Mom, you'd like some fish for supper?" he called.

"Reckon I would, sonny. But surely there's no fish in that
ditch."

"Betcha. You'll see." Whereupon Clint glided under the shady
trees along the banks of the still stream. He had not made a vain
guess. Few indeed had been the campers who had not been of the same
mind as his mother, for Clint found little indication that anyone
had angled along this bank. From every hole he pulled out a fat
golden sunfish or a wiggling catfish.

As he approached the next camp he espied a little girl sitting
on the bank. She had pretty brown hair, rather curly. Her face was
bent over her lap, which appeared to be full of clover. Clint was
shy about girls. His first impulse was to go back the way he had
come; however, the urge of fishing was stronger and he went on.

Now it chanced that the hole almost under the girl's bare feet
was the best Clint had found. Here he caught the biggest sunfish.
Then, one after another, he captured seven more. Thereafter bites
began to slacken. Looking ahead, he saw where horses had been in
the water, spoiling it for further fishing. He strung the sunfish
on his forked willow stick.

"How do!" spoke up the little girl, shyly.

Clint gave her a civil reply. She appeared to be younger than
he, which fact mitigated his embarrassment.

"I never saw anyone who could catch fish like you," she
exclaimed, admiringly.

Clint did not realize it, but that was probably the only speech
which could have detained him. More, it caused him to look at her.
Her eyes were dark and bright, most disconcerting to look into. But
something compelled him to.

"Me? Aw, I'm not so good," he replied, and suddenly conscious
that he was awkwardly twisting his body, he sat down upon the
grass. Strangely, too, he felt loath to leave.

"Oh, you must be!" she went on, round-eyed and earnest. "I heard
my daddy say there wasn't any fish in this river."

"Well, there are, only it ain't a river...Do you like fish?"

"To eat? Yes, I do. I'm so sick of greasy fat bacon."

"All right. I'll clean a couple of these sunfish for you,"
offered Clint, and bounding down to the water he whipped out his
knife, and made the very best job he could of dressing his largest
two sunfish. These he impaled on a fork of willow and climbed back
up the bank. She had leaned over on hands and knees to watch him,
and her look stirred something unaccountable in him.

"There now. You tell your mother, or whoever's your cook, to
salt 'em, an' fry quick without any flour or meal."

Clint did not catch her murmured thanks, and he was divided
between a hope she would go and a fear that she might not stay. But
she sat back and gazed at him in the friendliest way.

"What's your name?" she asked.

"Clint Belmet."

She repeated it and giggled. "Funny name, but it's prettier 'n
mine."

"What's yourn?"

"May Bell."

"Why, that's an orful pretty name!"

"It's so silly...Have you a brother or sister?"

"No. There's just me an' paw an' mom."

"Just like me...Isn't it dreadful?...My mother says I'm spoiled.
Are you?"

"I reckon paw thinks so. Where you from?"

"Ohio. We lived on a farm."

"We did, too, back in Illinois. I didn't like it. But I sure
like this travelin' west. Don't you?"

May mused over that seriously. "Sometimes I get homesick."

"Huh! What'd you do back home?"

"I went to school. Ever since I was five. I liked that...Did you
go to school?"

"Four years. Paw says he'll betcha it's all I'll ever get. I'll
be darned glad."

"Where's your paw takin' you?"

"West. He doesn't know where."

"My daddy says the same thing. Don't you think they're a—a
little crazy?"

"Mom says paw is plumb out of his head."

"I—I wish we was travelin' west together," said May,
boldly.

"It'd be—nice," replied Clint, confronted with the most
amazing circumstance of his life.

Just at that moment Clint heard his mother calling, and as he
arose, another call, evidently for May, came from the adjoining
camp. She got up and gingerly lifted the fish on the willow branch.
Clint wanted to say something, but he did not know what.

"I'll tell my daddy if—if you'll tell yours," May said,
eagerly.

"Tell—what?" stammered Clint.

"That me an' you we want to travel west together. Ride on the
front seat sometimes together. Won't it be lovely?...Will you tell
your daddy?"

"Sure," gulped Clint, appalled at the strangeness of the truth
this little girl had made him see. Then they separated, and she was
not alone in looking back.

Clint found his father had returned from town, so excited about
something that he scarcely noticed the fish Clint proudly
exhibited. His mother listened seriously while she went: on
preparing supper. Clint took his fish down to the brook and cleaned
them, pondering over what might have happened. He guessed it had
only to do with the further journey west. And returning to the camp
fire, where he quietly helped his mother, Clint soon learned that
they were to join one of the great freighting caravans for which
Independence was famous on the frontier.

"Reckon it'll be safer in a big wagon-train than a little one,"
was the only comment Clint's mother made.

After supper Clint was both thrilled and mortified to espy the
little girl, May, coming into camp with a tall man. It happened
that Clint was helping his mother wash the cooking utensils; he did
not, however, choose to desist just because of the company. May
smiled brightly and nodded mysteriously while the man with her
addressed Clint's father.

"My name's Bell—Sam Bell, from Ohio," he announced.

"Howdy! Mine's Jim Belmet. Hail from Illinois."

"This's my little girl, May. She met your boy today by the
brook. An' I've come over to have a confab with you."

"Sure glad to meet you an' the little lady," responded Jim,
warmly. "An' here's my wife an' my boy Clint."

After a few more exchanges Bell came out frankly with the object
of his visit.

"Independence was about as far as my figgerin' went," he said.
"Course I knew I was goin' farther west. But how an' when I didn't
calculate much on. Now I'm here an' I've got to decide."

"Wal, I was just in your fix when I got here," replied Belmet.
"It didn't take me long, though. I'm goin' to haul freight over the
Santa Fé trail."

"Freight? You mean all kinds of supplies needed at the posts an'
forts overland?"

"Sure. I'm goin' to haul for the Tillt Company. They have big
warehouses here, where you can buy hosses, oxen, wagons, guns,
tobacco, leather goods, all kinds of grub—in fact, everythin'
from a paper of pins to a bag of candy. Tillt has stores an' agents
all along the old trail from Independence to Santa Fé."

"Freighter, eh? What kind of a business is it?"

"Good pay. I aim to take wages while I look for a place to
settle down on out West."

"Sensible idea, 'pears to me," returned Bell, thoughtfully. "How
much capital does a man need?"

"Not much, considerin'. Tomorrow I'm buyin' one of them big
freight wagons an' two teams. You can buy oxen cheaper."

"What'll you do with the outfit you came in?" asked Bell,
pointing to the covered wagon.

"Wal, take it along, I reckon. Mary can drive, an' Clint here is
no slouch with hosses."

"Belmet, I guess I'll do the same thing," returned Bell, with
enthusiasm. "How many's goin'?"

"Seventy-five so far, Tillt's agent told me. The more the
merrier—or safer, I should say. Injuns, you know, all the way
across. Our caravan will be under Captain Couch. He's a guide an'
scout. Reckon there'll be twice seventy-five wagons when we
start...Bell, you don't want to start across the plains alone.
Better throw in with us."

"Oh, daddy, please go with them!" implored little May.

"Well, daughter, if you feel that way, why don't you ask,
yourself?" queried Bell, curiously and kindly.

"May we—we go with you?" shyly asked the child of
Belmet.

"Why, bless my heart! We're only too glad. Clint, tell this
young lady you'll be delighted."

But Clint was tongue-tied.

"It's settled, then," rejoined Bell, as if relieved. "Suppose
you all come over to my camp an' meet my wife."

On the way across the grove Clint and May fell behind and
gravitated toward each other. He felt her looking up at him.

"I like your daddy an' mamma. An' I hope you'll like mine," she
said.

"Course I will—I do."

"I forgot...How old are you?"

"Goin' on thirteen."

"Oh, you're so much older. I'm only ten. But you don't mind, do
you?"

"What—mind what?"

"Me bein' so young an'—an' little?"

"Aw, that's all right."

"An' you'll let me set on the front seat with
you—sometimes—when you're drivin'?"

"Betcha I will."

"Oh, lovely!" She clapped her hands in glee. "We'll ride an'
ride. I won't be lonesome no more. We'll look an' look way, way
over the grass—so flat an' far. Won't we?"

"Reckon there won't be nothin' to do but look," replied Clint,
with a superior air.

"But, oh, when the Injuns come! They will, won't they?"

"Paw laughs an' says no. But mom shakes her head...Yes, the
Injuns will come."

"Oooooo!...But I'll not be afraid, ridin' with you," she said,
and slipped a cool little hand in his.
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THE long wagon-train wound like an endless white-barred snake
across the undulating plain.

The ox-teams, with massive heads bowed, swayed ploddingly,
hauling the canvas-covered prairie schooners; the heavy freight
wagons with their four horses were held to the slower pace of the
oxen. This caravan was two miles long, consisting of one hundred
and thirty-four wagons. The road over the Santa Fé trail was
yellow, winding and full of dust; on each side, as far as eye could
reach, stretched the endless prairie, green and gray, waving like a
sea.

In the slow, patient movement of this caravan there lay the
suggestion of an irresistible tide of travel westward. It held an
epic significance. Nothing could halt it permanently. Beyond the
boundless purple horizon beckoned an empire in the making. Behind
the practical thought of these teamsters, behind the courage, the
jocularity, the endurance, and the reckless disregard of storm,
thirst, prairie fire, and hostile savages, hid the dream of the
pioneer, the builder.

They were on their third day out from Independence and already
the prairieland had swallowed them. On all sides lay monotonous
level. Red-tailed hawks sailed over the grass, peering down; from
ridges came the piercing whistle of wild horses; barren spots
showed little prairie dogs sitting up on their haunches,
motionless, near their holes, watching the train go by; wolves
skulked away to merge into the gray; and jack rabbits seemed as
many as the tufts of grass.

Somewhere near the middle of that caravan Clint Belmet proudly
sat on the seat of his father's covered wagon, reins and whip in
hand. His mother had relinquished the driving to him. She was not
well and lay back under the shelter of the wagon cover. At twelve
years of age, Clint had been given a man's job. The first day out
his father had kept close watch on him from behind, as had Sam Bell
from in front. But their concern gradually lessened.

On this third day Clint knew happiness as never before. He had
been trusted; he had justified the faith of his elders; he was a
part of something which he felt was tremendous. A heavy rifle
leaned beside him against the seat. The first time he had been
instructed to shoot it in camp, he had been knocked flat on his
back; the second time he had held fast, to Sam Belmet's
satisfaction. Clint would not be afraid to shoot it again. Young as
he was, he divined the significance of a rifle in overland travel.
Nights around the camp fires, listening to the freighters, the
guides, the hunters, had propelled him far beyond his years.

Wonderful as had been these last days, this one surpassed all.
The sun was gold; the breeze warm and dry and fragrant; the prairie
grass waved and shadowed; a rich thick amber light lay like a
mantle over the plain, in the distance growing darkly, deeply
purple; the sky was a blue sea, crossed by the white billowing
sails of clouds. The roll of the heavy wheels, the clip-clop of the
steady hoofs, made music to Clint's ears. But surely the sweetest
thrill of all came from his companion, little May Bell, who sat
close beside him on the driver seat.

Twice before she had shared this prominent place, but this time
she and Clint were alone. She was under his protection. Jack, his
dog, was curled at May's feet.

"Look," said May, for the thousandth time. "Isn't it lovely?"
And she pointed ahead to the long curve of the caravan, winding
over the plain, the leaders already beyond an undulation.

"Sure is," replied Clint, nonchalantly.

"Just think! Daddy said I could ride all day with you—if
you'd let me...Will you?"

"Reckon I will," rejoined Clint, hiding his own
satisfaction.

"You're a regular driver now," went on May, admiringly, peeping
from under her sunbonnet.

"Ah—huh."

"I'm glad. You're so strong an' smart an'—an'
everythin'...How far do we go today?"

"I heard a teamster tell paw it was nigh onto twenty-two miles
to Fish Creek, our next camp. That's a pretty big drive. We made
only eighteen yesterday."

"Oh, it seemed we came so far. But I love the ride. You can
drive slower if you want to...Clint, do you want it to end?"

"What?"

"This ride?"

"I ain't in no particular hurry."

"Mother says I'm too excited. I don't eat to suit her. An' I
dream awful. Yell in my sleep."

Clint laughed and flicked his whip. "Ha! betcha you have
somethin' to yell about before we get there."

That sobered her, though not for long. She was eager, curious,
full of joy of she knew not what. Her childish mind was reveling in
the adventure and beauty, while reaching out toward the dream of
her elders, to the unknown future.

"It's awful far to Fort Union?"

"Reckon so. Near a thousand miles."

"Oh, then we'll be weeks on the road?"

"You bet."

"Daddy is goin' to leave mother an' me at the fort. Will you
come there often?"

"Every trip out an' back."

"Oh, I'm glad. I won't feel so awful—then...Clint, what's
goin' to become of us?"

"Become of us? What do you mean, May?"

"I don't mean just now—or on this ride. But after...Just
look! It's so awful, terrible big—so far across—this
prairie. What's on the other side?"

"Didn't you study geography?"

"No."

"Well, we come to the Rocky Mountains. An' cross them, too!"

"Ooooo! how wonderful! But can we ever climb mountains?"

"There's a pass—a place to go through."

"I'm glad for the poor oxen. I saw one that had bloody
shoulders...But, Clint, what'll we all do way out West?"

"Work."

"How?"

"Well, I heard Captain Couch talkin' to paw. My, he's a man! He
said we'd all fight Injuns first, then kill off the buffalo, before
we'd go to farmin'."

"But, Clint—women like me can't fight Injuns an' kill
buffalo!" expostulated May, bewildered.

"Why not—when you grow up?"

"'Cause it—it's not ladylike."

"Well, by golly! you'll have to. The women have to help. Mom has
a lot of spunk. She will. An' kids like you—"

"I'm not a kid," she interrupted, with indignation.

"'Scuse me. Anyway, you're goin' out West, ain't you? It'll not
be like back home. You'll have to pitch in—help your
mother—learn what you can—work an' grow up an' get
married. Every girl will have to do that much or the West
won't—"

Here Clint floundered while May stared up at him aghast.

"Married? Me!" she gasped.

"Why, sure! You're no better 'n anybody else."

"I—I didn't mean I was."

"I should think you'd want to be a pioneer's wife some day."

"What's a pioneer?" asked May, fascinated.

"Well, I reckon a pioneer is like what paw will be. He'll go
ahead, out where there's nobody. An' more men like him will come.
They'll fight the Injuns an' bears an' buffaloes, cut down trees,
build log cabins, plow an' plant an' reap. Make the land so more
people will come. That's a pioneer."

"I like a pioneer...Clint, will you be one?"

"Reckon I'm slated for a pioneer, sure enough. I'd like to raise
horses."

"Clint, I'll grow up an' be a pioneer's wife," burst out
May.

"Ah-huh. You will if you're worth your salt."

May slipped a not altogether timid hand under Clint's arm, and
she peeped roguishly up from under her sunbonnet.

"Would you have me, Clint?"

"What for?"

"For your pioneer wife? Course, when I grow up. It won't be long
now. I'm ten years old...Would you?"

"Reckon I would—come to think of it."

"But you'd be glad to?"

"Sure," replied Clint, hastily.

"We'd have to fall in love first, wouldn't we?" mused May, with
a dreamy smile.

"Well, it'd be more proper, but pioneers can't wait for
everythin'."

"Then, Clint—I promise," said May, very solemnly.

"All right, May. I do, too."

And so these children rode on the driver seat of the prairie
schooner, across the grassy plain, gazing with the hopeful eyes of
youth over the purple calling horizon, in their innocence and
romance true to the great movement of which they were a part.

Sunset, a wide flare of gold, brought the caravan to a halt
along a heavily timbered creek bottom. This was Fish Creek, an
ideal place to camp. Grass was abundant and firewood for the
cutting. Horses and oxen were unhitched, to be turned loose in
charge of twenty guards. The scene was a bustling one of camp life
on a huge scale. All along the line merry shouts and voices
sounded, the axes rang out, the fires sent up blue smoke, and soon
fifty groups of hungry travelers sat cross-legged on the
ground.

Clint was as hungry as anybody, but he remembered to pick out
some choice morsels of food for little May. After supper he and
May, with Jack at their heels, walked along between the wagons and
the creek. For all they could see they were the only two children
in the caravan. And women were almost as scarce. The grizzled
freighters, the long-haired scouts, the sturdy pioneers all had a
keen and kindly eye for the youngsters, and some of them shook
their heads gravely.

Darkness came on apace. The camp fires flickered down. Guards
patrolled the line. Coyotes began their mournful chorus. Clint
crawled into the tent he shared with his mother, and went to bed
without disturbing her. His father slept in the canvas-covered
wagon. Presently Clint's dog came in and curled up at the foot of
his bed. Soon all was quiet outside, and the flickering shadows on
the tent faded.

Clint was up with the break of day. He had learned to love the
early dawn. And to his disappointment he discovered that Fish Creek
was not felicitously named. When he got back to camp empty-handed
his father and Mr. Bell laughed at him. But little May gave him a
smile that was recompense.

Soon the caravan moved out toward the west. They made twenty
miles that day, and almost as many the next. On the sixth day
buffalo were sighted far to the south. All Clint's yearning eyes
could make out was a long, dim, dark line. That night the camp was
pitched upon the level plain, some distance from a watercourse.
Clint was quick to grasp why the wagons were drawn in a circle,
close together, with openings at two ends. They formed a huge
corral. The horses and oxen were put out under guard, and shortly
after dark driven back and inside the corral. The men roped off the
tents.

"Paw, what's that for?" asked Clint, pointing to the mass of
stock inside the circle.

"Injuns, sonny, the scouts say," replied his father. "From now
on we'll always be on the lookout."

Clint went soberly to bed and did not soon fall asleep. Jack
seemed to act queerly, cuddling so close to him. Clint thought of
his mother and little May, but nothing happened and soon he fell
asleep.

Next morning, Captain Couch issued orders for drivers to stick
close together, to keep on the move, and watch the head and tail of
the caravan.

Clint knew mischief was afoot. When he climbed to his high seat
and took up the reins his heart was in his throat. The caravan
started briskly, each wagon close on the heels of the one in
advance. The mounted scouts rode far ahead and the rear guard fell
behind. Driving was no fun that morning for Clint Belmet. Once May
Bell waved a little hand at Clint. How white her face looked! The
strong pull on the reins prevented Clint from waving back, but he
knew she understood that.

Nevertheless, the hours passed, the miles grew in number and
nothing happened. Clint felt an easing of the strain. He drove as
well as any of the teamsters, though his arms ached. Toward
afternoon low clouds of dust moved across the prairie. Again Clint
saw the dim black line, and did not need to be told it was a vast
herd of buffalo. It moved, and therefore was not so far away. He
was thrilled anew, and awed, and watched till his eyes were
tired.

Much to his relief, halt was called long before sunset. His
roving eye swept the prairie. A green fringe of cottonwood trees,
down in a dip, showed where there were water and wood for camp use.
The caravan, however, drove into a compact circle, high up on the
level. Every team was turned in, so that the wagon-tongue just
missed the rear of the wagon in front.

This camp was no jolly picnic party, but serious business.
Horses and oxen were unhitched and taken under strong guard down to
water, and allowed to graze until sunset. Clint saw horsemen
silhouetted black against the skyline—the scouts of the
caravan on watch. At supper his father and Mr. Bell and the other
men looked worried, and did not invite questioning. Clint found no
chance to talk to May.

Darkness settled down quickly that night. There was no
afterglow. Thin clouds masked the wan stars. Camp fires were
extinguished, and what little conversation the men indulged in was
low. No bells on the horses this night!

Clint's keen ears caught the speech of an old teamster:
"Redskins somewhars, so Couch thinks. Pawnees or Arapahoes, likely.
Wal, we kin stand it, jest so long as they're not Comanches."

The boy's intent mind recorded that name—Comanches.
He crouched beside the red embers of the spread fire and listened.
Men sat around, smoking and whispering, and finally were silent.
The horses could be heard munching the grass.

"Sonny, better go to bed," advised his father. "There'll be
fifty men on guard."

But Clint lingered. He thought his dog Jack acted more strangely
than the night before. Jack was a shepherd, and what he did not
know Clint thought was scarcely worth knowing. The coyotes might
have caused Jack's fur to stand stiff. Yet he did not bark.
Suddenly Clint caught a sharper, wilder sound from out in the
blackness. It was a beast of some kind. Again it came—a deep
full bay, like an unearthly hound might have rendered The yelps of
coyotes ceased.

"What was that?" whispered Clint to a man sitting near him.

"Prairie wolf, an' he shore can sing," was the reply. "We're
gittin' out whar the wild begins, lad."

Clint sustained his first fear of the night, the gloom, the
loneliness, and the unknown. With Jack close at his heels he
slipped back to his mother's tent. It had been pitched between the
two wagons, with the heavy freighter on the outside. If his mother
was awake, she gave no sign. Inside the tent it was pitch black.
Clint had a strange sensation—as if he had awakened with the
cold of a nightmare upon him. Crawling to his blankets, he pulled
off his boots and coat, and slipping in he covered up his head. He
felt Jack settle down at his feet. Then all grew still except the
throbbing in his breast.

After a while he uncovered his face so that he could breathe
freer. All seemed silent as a grave. Clint tried to fall asleep,
but in vain. The night bore some strange oppression. Jack felt it,
for he was restless. He crawled close up to Clint and licked his
hand. The horses were not moving.

Finally Clint dropped off to sleep. He was awakened by the dog.
Jack was standing up, growling low. Clint heard him sniff. Then he
went out of the tent. Clint lay awake. An owl hooted, far away and
faint. Jack came running back into the tent, jumped on Clint's bed,
and growled louder.

Then steps outside preceded the voice of Clint's father. "What
ails that darn dog? Jack, come here."

"Paw, Jack smells somethin'," spoke up Clint.

"So you're awake, son? Well, he's sure actin' queer. Jumped in
the wagon on my bed," replied Belmet.

Clint sat up. It was considerably lighter now. Evidently the
moon had risen. He saw his father holding the flap of the tent
open. Clint caught the gleam of a rifle.

"Jack acts like he wanted you to go with him," said Clint.

"Come on, Jack. Good dog. Hunt 'em up," called Belmet, and went
away.

Right after that a shot cracked in camp, not far from where
Clint lay. It awakened his mother, who cried out in alarm.

"Mom, I don't know what it is, but I think Injuns," replied
Clint, crawling out of bed. "Paw was just here. He took Jack."

Suddenly a rattling roar of rifle shots rang out right in camp.
It appeared to string half round the circle. Clint dropped down,
frightened out of his wits. Then came lighter shots, and a wild
howling, the like of which Clint had never heard. His blood ran
cold. A patter like hail on the tent! What could that be? More
shots and hoarse shouts of men.

"My God! I'm shot!" cried Clint's mother, in a strangled
voice.

"Oh, mom—mom!" screamed Clint, springing up in a panic. He
saw his mother, who was on her knees, double up and sink down.

"Run for daddy—run!" she whispered, hoarsely.

Clint ran out wildly. It was pale moonlight. Men were
surrounding the frightened horses. Clint saw flashes of fire from
under the wagons and his ears seemed split by heavy concussions. He
ran here and there, calling for his father. In his fright he fled
through the opening in the circle of wagons, out to a crowd of
men.

"Paw! Paw! Mother's shot," he cried, frantically.

"Who're you, boy?" queried a burly man, clutching Clint. "Who's
your pa?"

"Reckon it's Jim Belmet's youngster," spoke up another man.

"Yes, he's my father. Oh, I want him! My mom's shot!"

"Hyar come the men now," spoke up another man. "Jim was with
them, chasin' the sneakin' devils."

Clint saw dark forms of men stridin' up, heard their low voices.
Suddenly Jack bounded in sight and leaped upon Clint.

"How many did you kill?" queried the harsh-voiced man, as the
party came up.

"Two we're sure of. They ran like deer. Got across the creek,
where they had horses."

Clint recognized his father's voice. "Oh, paw! Mom's shot!
Hurry!"

Belmet uttered a cry of alarm and thudded rapidly into the
circle of wagons. Jack ran after him. Then Clint followed. When he
reached their tent he saw a man with a lantern hurrying in.
Breathless and in a cold sweat Clint spread the flaps. His father
was kneeling beside a still, dark form. The man flashed the lantern
over it. Clint saw his mother's face, strangely set and calm.

"Good God!" exclaimed Belmet, huskily, and bent down.

The other man lowered his lantern and placed a rough, kindly arm
over Clint's shoulders. At the same time Jack whined and licked
Clint's bare feet.

"Bear up, lad," said the man, hoarsely. "We're on the plains.
An' them cussed Comanches have killed your mother."
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CLINT stayed in the tent, covered by his blankets. But they did
not keep him warm. He seemed frozen inwardly. The dog kept close to
him, trying to tell him something was wrong.

It was impossible to sleep. Every now and then Clint would raise
himself to look at the still, blanketed form lying on the other
side of the tent. His mother! He could not realize she was dead.
When daylight broke once more this hideous nightmare would end. His
father came in often.

None of the men went to bed any more that night. Clint heard
their footfalls and low voices. They were not going to be surprised
again by Indians.

The silver sheen on the canvas faded. There was darkness a
while, then the slow paling to dawn. At daybreak the camp was
astir. Clint pulled on his boots and went out. The morning was like
any other fine morning, but to Clint it was overcast by a sort of
horror. He seemed stunned. He walked about. Outside the circle of
wagons he saw two Indians lying stark, black-faced and terrible.
Their almost naked bodies were bloody. One had a tuft of grass
clenched in a tight fist.

Clint hurried back. Fires were burning, breakfast was being
cooked, men were hitching up. Yet withal it was a silent camp. On
all sides was the evidence of hurry.

When Clint got back to where he belonged, he saw his father and
two men carrying a heavy blanketed object out of his tent. Jack
came wagging his tail, but this morning he did not frolic. Clint
watched the men.

Then he espied a pile of yellow earth, near a freshly dug hole.
A grave! The men lowered the blanketed form. Two of them began to
shovel the earth down upon it. His father knelt with clasped hands
and closed eyes. Suddenly Clint realized they had buried his
mother. He would never see her again. Those night devils had taken
her away forever. He plunged into the tent and hid under his
blankets, and it was as if he were crushed.

Presently his father called: "Come, son, we must eat an' go on.
We must try to bear it...The freighters tell me there are graves at
every camp along the trail."

Clint got up, dried his eyes, and leaving the tent, he washed
his face and brushed his hair. He espied his father at the Bell
camp fire. Clint went over to sit down beside May. She looked white
and scared. Mrs. Bell showed traces of tears on her face. None of
them, however, mentioned the tragedy. They seemed to express the
acceptance of something inevitable. Little May, seeing that Clint
could eat, managed to eat something herself. The meal was
brief.

One of the old scouts rode in and called: "Git up an' git! Long
drive today. An' we might be entertained."

"Clint, you can ride with me," said his father. "I'll find
another driver for your wagon."

"Paw, if it's all the same to you I'd rather drive," returned
Clint, swallowing hard.

"All right. Don't forget some grub an' drinkin'-water." His
words were practical and unexpressive, but his look told volumes.
As he turned away with the men one of them said, "Belmet, thet lad
will make a plainsman."

While Clint busied himself round the prairie schooner, the man
who helped him hitch up proved quite loquacious.

"This hyar's my third freightin' trip," he told Clint. "Reckon
we got off easy in last night's brush with the
redskins—Comanches, too!"

"Did our men—kill many?" asked Clint, biting his lip.

"Nineteen. Reckon we'd not done so well but fer a
dog—"

"Dog!" interrupted Clint. "That was my Jack."

"Wal, he's a smart dog, an' you can lay to thet. We was all
lined up with guns cocked when the varmints charged. We poured it
into them hot an' heavy. You ought to have seen them wilt. This
mawnin' we found nineteen bodies. I found six myself. One reddy was
alive, an' I busted him over the haid with my gun. Wal, we hauled
them down to the crick an' dug a big hole. Cap Couch an' two of his
scouts scalped every last Injun. Funny aboot thet. These old
plainsmen shore hate redskins, an' raise the ha'r of every darn one
they can. After thet we throwed the Injuns in the hole an' covered
them up. Cap Couch strung all the scalps on a buckskin thong an'
hung the bloodin' things up on his wagon."

"Did we lose any—men?" asked Clint, curiously thrilled
despite his stunned condition.

"Nope. But two got hurt. Jim Thorn has a bullet in his laig, an'
Tom Allen has a bad cut on his arm. But thet's all."

Clint climbed to his seat and waited for the wagon ahead of him
to pull out. The horses were skittish. Clint had all he could do to
control them. Soon the caravan was in motion. Clint felt a rending
in his breast. He was leaving his dear mother here on this lonely
prairie. He sobbed aloud. As he drove past her grave, marked by a
rude cross of wood, his eyes were dim. He fought the weakness that
threatened to prostrate him. He had been trusted with all his
father's belongings and his best horses. The winding road shone in
the sunrise like a yellow thread across the prairie.

It was well Clint had a hard team to drive that day. The effort
sustained him. He had to attend to a job which was not a slight one
even for a man. The road had bad places. The pace-makers had been
ordered to move as fast as possible. Clint's father was behind, and
sometimes on down grades the big freight wagon rolled alarmingly
close. When the caravan halted Clint was amazed to find they had
reached Council Grove, the first stage-coach post on the line. The
wounded men were left there to be taken back to Independence.

Next morning Clint was astonished to learn that the Bells were
going to remain at Council Grove for the present. He was too full
of grief to feel the loss of little May, yet the way she cried at
parting touched him.

"Don't—forget—my—promise," she whispered, and
Clint assured her he would not, and indeed he believed he would
always remember her tear-wet eyes.

The Couch caravan went on, strengthened by more wagons joining
at Council Grove. That day passed. Again Clint slept the deep
slumber of weariness. Then days and nights swept by as swiftly as
the rolling of the wheels. He had his work and it was all but too
much for him. Yet he held on, and while he grew stronger, more
accustomed to his arduous task, the dread misery in his breast
gradually softened to sorrow.

On the twenty-ninth of June the caravan reached Fort Larned,
where a stop of a week was to be made. Clint and his father camped
with most of the freighters outside the fort. It was a wonderful
place, quite different from Independence. Despite his sadness,
Clint could not help the curiosity and interest of youth.

Fort Larned bustled with activity. There was one large store,
where eight clerks had all they could do to wait on the many
customers. Clint's father told him there were nearly a hundred
white hunters and trappers there to sell their winter catch of
furs, and fully a thousand Indians of different tribes. Clint could
see the different costumes of the Indians, but did not soon learn
to distinguish one tribe from another. As for the hunters and
trappers, they resembled one another closely. They wore buckskin,
and Clint liked the look of them, strong, soft-stepping, lithe men,
a few young, but mostly matured and grizzled, and never without
their weapons.

The saloons did a thriving business, and every saloon was, as
well, a gambling den. Clint's father took him into them. From that
time dated Clint's aversion to gamblers. He preferred to walk the
street, or go to the fort, where there were stationed four troops
of dragoons and two companies of infantry, with Colonel Clark in
command. Clint liked to mingle with them, and especially with the
hunters and trappers. All the time he touched elbows with Indians.
He avoided them as much as possible, hated them, yet always had an
eye for their picturesque appearance in their tight-fitting
deerskins and beaded moccasins. Some wore hats, some had eagle
feathers in their black hair, some went bareheaded, and they all
had buffalo robes.

Several days after Clint's arrival at the fort he was accosted
in front of the store by two scouts. These men he had noted
before.

"Howdy, boy! What's your name?" asked the more striking one of
the two. He had wonderful piercing eyes that looked right through
Clint, and he had long curling hair which fell on his broad
buckskin-shirted shoulders.

"Clint Belmet," replied Clint.

"You're the lad we heard drove a freighter from
Independence?"

"Yes, sir."

"Shake...My name's Carson," said the scout, and he squeezed
Clint's hand, which was sore from driving, so hard he had to
suppress a yell.

"Put her thar. I'm Dick Curtis," said the other scout, and he
repeated the hand-shaking performance.

"Lost your mother on the way?" asked Carson, his hand going to
Clint's shoulder.

"Yes—sir," replied Clint, his lip trembling.

"Clint, I know how you feel," went on the scout, and there was
something very winning about him. "It's hard...The West needs such
lads as you. Go on as you've begun. You've an eye in your head.
Don't ever take to drink an' cards. An' learn that the only good
Injun is a dead one."

The other scout, Curtis, patted Clint on the head, and then they
passed on.

Belmet, standing at the entrance of the store with others, had
been an interested spectator of this little incident. He put both
hands on Clint's shoulders and looked down at him.

"Son, what did those scouts say to you?"

Clint told him, whereupon he swayed back impressively.

"Have you any idea who they are?"

"They told me. The short man was Curtis—Dick Curtis, he
said. The tall one with the sharp eyes—he called himself
Carson."

"Wal, I reckon. Carson...Kit Carson! He is the greatest
Indian fighter an' plainsman in the West."

"Kit Carson!" ejaculated Clint, incredulously. "I've read about
him...An' to think he shook hands with me! Gee! he nearly broke my
fingers!...Paw, I'm right proud of what he said."

"So you should be. You see what this frontier life is like. Wal,
a young man who takes to drink an' cards doesn't last long. So I
hope you'll pay some heed to Kit Carson's advice. Reckon it was a
great compliment to you."

"I'll take his advice, paw. I'll never drink an' gamble,"
rejoined Clint.

"Son, shake hands on that," said Belmet, with emotion.

They did not leave the fort until July 8th, when the freighters
who had unloaded, of whom Belmet was one, joined a caravan
returning across the plains to Missouri. It was a larger caravan,
escorted by troops. Clint drove every day, and they arrived at
Westport, later called Kansas City, on the 10th of August.

The largest commissary stores were located at Westport, and all
incoming supplies had to be unloaded there. Belmet obtained a
government contract, over which he was much elated. On August 20th
he and Clint drove out with over seventy other freighters on the
long eighteen-hundred-mile journey to Santa Fé. They were given an
escort of ninety soldiers under Captain Payne. This government
caravan had to haul supplies to every fort along the trail.

Belmet had disposed of the prairie schooner. He kept the horses,
and purchased another freight wagon, a new one, painted green and
red, which Clint drove. After a few days out, every man in the
caravan had a cheery word for the boy and his dog, perched high on
the seat, and even Captain Payne noticed him.

"Lad, I see you have a buffalo gun on the seat there," he said,
quizzically.

"Yes, sir, but it's not there for buffalo," replied Clint,
significantly.

On the afternoon of the sixth day the freighters camped at Cow
Creek. It was a pretty spot, in the big bend of the Arkansas River.
The green grove of cottonwoods and the shining water appealed
strongly to Clint, but he had no time to indulge in his favorite
sport. The wagons, as usual, were driven in a circle, the pole of
one under the rear end of another, with three wagons left out to
form a gateway for the stock to get in and out of the corral.

Horses and oxen were outside, feeding on the thick grass, under
a heavy guard. Presently they were observed to be moving fast. The
guards were hurrying the stock back to camp, and one rider came
ahead shouting, "Indians! Indians!"

Captain Payne ordered his soldiers to mount, and the freighters
to stand ready to repel attack. Then he climbed on top of a wagon
with his field-glass. He took a long look.

"Nothin' to worry us," he announced, presently. "Pawnees an'
Comanches fightin' each other."

"Wal, we shore hope they assassinate each other," remarked an
old soldier.

"Johnny, come up an' have a look," called the captain to Clint.
"It's a sight worth seein'. An' it doesn't happen often."

Clint climbed up with alacrity and eagerly accepted the
field-glass. With naked eye he could see the running horses, the
flying manes, the flash of color, of smoke and fire. But the
distance was too great to hear guns. When he got the glass focused
upon the battling tribes he stood transfixed, with nerves and veins
tingling.

On a hillside over a mile away several hundred Indians were
engaged in a terrific running fight. It was plain that a larger
party was pursuing a smaller, in the direction away from the camp.
Naked red bodies, plumes and spears, flames of red and puffs of
white, the level racing of wild mustangs, the plunging of horses
together, the rearing of two with their riders fiercely fighting,
the falling of Indians to the grass and the galloping away of
riderless ponies—all these the glass brought vividly to
Clint's rapt eyes, and held him trembling and unnerved until the
warriors passed over the hill out of sight.

Clint handed the glass back to the smiling captain.

"So they fight—each other," he said, rather low. He felt a
little sick.

"Lucky for us. That saved us a fight."

"I hope the Pawnees kill all those red-devil Comanches,"
returned Clint, grimly, suddenly answering to what the West had
roused in him.

On the following morning, bright and early, the cavalcade was on
the way again, with orders to keep close together and watch sharply
for Indians. Sometimes clever Indians ambushed a wagon-train and
attacked in the center, causing loss of life and freight before the
mounted riders and scouts, who usually rode in front and in the
rear, could reach the scene of conflict. Comanches, particularly,
were wonderful horsemen, attacked as swiftly as the rush of a
cyclone, and then were gone. No sign of Indians, however, marred
the drive.

To Clint's disappointment, the caravan passed right through
Council Grove, only a few of the freighters, and these the last in
order on the line, halting for a few moments. The train drove on to
Fort Zarah on the Walnut River, where two days were necessary to
unload supplies for that place.

"Paw, did you see the Bells when we drove through Council
Grove?" queried Clint, eagerly, on the first opportunity that
offered.

"No, son, I didn't," replied his father, turning away.

Clint was busy at the moment, but later he got to thinking this
over, and it struck him that his father appeared unusually abrupt
and noncommittal. So when time offered, Clint approached him.

"Did you speak to anyone at Council Grove?"

"Yes. I stopped for a few moments long enough to hear some
sickenin' bad news...Clint, I wanted to tell you before, but I
couldn't. Hard as it is, though, you ought to be told."

"Somethin' happened to our friends, the Bells?"

"It sure did," replied Belmet, gloomily, and he left the task
upon which he had been occupied.

"Paw—was it bad?" asked Clint, his voice thickening.

"Couldn't be no worse...A week or so after we left Council Grove
it 'pears Sam Bell got sick of the frontier an' wanted to go back
home. There was a rumor that a gambler fleeced him out of all his
cash. No one could talk him out of the idea. An' he got on the
first stage for Independence. Accordin' to some the stage broke
down an' the dozen or more travelers had to make camp while the
driver rode back for help. There was several mounted riders with
the stage, good Injun-fighters, but durin' the night the party was
raided by a bunch of redskins. The grown-ups were killed, scalped,
an' left naked on the plain. The stage was burned an' all valuables
stolen. There was no sign of the little girl, May Bell. It 'pears
sure she was carried off into captivity...The stage-driver never
got back at all. It was buffalo-hunters comin' the other way who
fetched the news to Council Grove."

Clint stood up unflinching to this shock, and without a word he
stalked away into the shade and covert of a grove of cottonwoods.
He had not shown it, but his heart was bursting. Hiding in a
secluded spot, he let himself go. His mother—and now little
May! It was too much to be borne. He broke down and wept as never
before in his life. That storm racked something out of him. When it
was over, boyhood had left him and there was born in him the stern,
grim hatred of the red men of the plains. Clint had somehow always
felt that the white men were in the wrong. They had no right to
usurp the hunting-grounds of the Indian tribes, to take their
domain from them. For that was what this invasion amounted to. Up
to the hour of his mother's murder Clint had secretly felt sympathy
for the savage tribes of the West, who must, no matter what was
said to the contrary, some day be driven back into the waste lands
to starve. But the loss of his mother, and now added to it that of
little May Bell, stultified all fairness in Clint's breast.

"I'll be an Injun-killer like Kit Carson," he vowed.
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TWO days later Clint's wagon-train rolled into Fort Lamed, and
Clint found himself meeting scouts and hunters who remembered him,
one of whom was the buckskin-clad Dick Curtis.

"Wal, lad, you shore 'pear to be growin' husky—onless my
eyes are pore," said Curtis, approvingly.

"Paw says I'm runnin' up like a weed."

"How old air you?"

"Nigh on to thirteen."

"Say, is thet Injun talk?"

"Honest, Mr. Curtis. You ask paw."

"All right, I'll take your word fer it. But you shore look
older...An' don't call me Mister."

Curtis seemed disposed to be friendly and he took Clint around
with him while he made purchases. He informed Clint that he would
accompany the wagon-train as far as Fort Union, where he turned off
the trail to go up into the mountains of New Mexico.

"Is Mr. Carson goin' with you?" asked Clint.

"No. Kit left some time ago. He lives at Taos, New Mexico. He's
married to a Spanish woman an' he has a fine place. You be shore to
go an' see Kit. He's the greatest man in these plains an' he took a
shine to you."

Curtis introduced Clint to Jim Baker and John Smith, two famous
frontier characters. They had been on the frontier for twenty-five
years, which meant that these adventurers were among the first to
cross the plains. Clint had never before seen such rough, dirty,
greasy, disreputable-looking men. But for their beards and jolly
talk, most of which was profane, he could not have distinguished
them from Indians. Baker was married to a Cheyenne woman, Indian
fashion, so Curtis said, and Smith had for wife a Comanche girl,
who was handsome and could talk some English. The revulsion Clint
had felt for everything pertaining to the Comanche tribe apparently
did not extend to her. Clint thought her pleasant and more
interesting than her renowned trapper husband. Smith had made a
good deal of money buying furs from the Indians and selling them to
the whites.

"Clint, there're some short drives when the Old Trail starts
uphill out yonder," said Curtis, "which means we make camp early.
Do you like to hunt?"

"Yes, but fishin' comes first."

"Me, too. But a feller has to get fresh meat. Have you got a
rifle?"

"Yes. It's an old buffalo gun."

"Wal, thet'll do fer buffs, but you need a lighter gun fer deer
an' turkey. An' say, there shore are plenty of them when we begin
climbin' the divide. Fer thet matter you'll see deer all the way
now, an' a mess of buffalo. How about buyin' a rifle? An' you'll
shore want a knife. What'd you scalp your first redskin with?"

"I—I won't scalp him."
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