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Will Keen, Indian Scout


 


Will Keen is a western man living his life in two different worlds – one white, one Piaute Indian. He dresses in white man's clothes and adopts many of his habits and mannerisms. Only high cheekbones and dark eyes that miss nothing give a hint of the Indian blood coursing through his veins. Will knows the western wilderness like no other because he was raised in it, and guides wagon trains westwards into Oregon Territory, braving savage lands and equally savage men – of all races – who prey on innocent wagon families. After a decade of guiding long lines of canvas-topped Conestoga wagons west, Will has no idea that his future will take a different turn when one person in a wagon train forces him to decide who he is and how he will live from that point forward.
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Chapter One


 


Will Keen reined his horse to a halt on the rim of a vast canyon complex sloping away downhill before him. As far as the eye could see, treeless, stone-topped mesas and bare rock cliffs rose high above the sombre grey of sagebrush flats interspersed with sudden streaks of bone-white sulphur. A gust of hot wind borne on the mid-day heat spawned a twisting dust devil dancing across flats like a white ghost, only to die and disappear as quick as it was born.


Will twisted in the saddle looking back across undulating brushlands to the distant blink of twenty-three canvas-topped Conestoga wagons still five miles behind. They barely seemed to move, yet move they had, slowly, inexorably, all the way from Independence, Missouri, seven hundred gruelling miles back east to this remote desert land crossing the Black Rock Desert. Another month pushing relentlessly west, they’d see the purple rise of timber clad mountains topped in snowy white, the final barrier to reach fertile valleys on the far side. Struggling across this dangerous land seemed nearly a lifetime for many. For the foolish or unlucky, it would be the end of theirs. Those that made it would realize their dream where a man could put down roots, raise a family, break rich, virgin ground to grow abundant crops and raise fat cattle. That single dream drove them on.


Keen had made this same epic journey as scout, trail blazer and protector of wagon pioneers for nine previous springs. He knew that exact timing was vital for success and for life its very self. He had to cross half a continent at the slow pace of oxen or horses pulling fully loaded wagons, yet do so before the killing heat of summer in western deserts and before the first snows of fall fell, blocking the steep trail over the last mountains. His darkly tanned face and rangy build clothed in buckskins made him look like a man older than his relatively young thirty-one years. His penetrating eyes and face also held another secret rarely divulged to anyone. Will Keen carried the blood of a Paiute grandfather coursing through his veins, the very same Paiutes into whose land he was now leading the wagon train.


One hundred and seven men, women and children in those prairie schooners had put their lives, faith, trust and last dollar into Keen’s promise to lead them across half a continent to the promised land over mountains far to the west. He was their leader, their guide, their Indian fighter, and the only law they’d know until claiming homesteads in Oregon Territory. The single crack of an ambush rifle or the hissing flight of a flint-tipped arrow could change all those cherished plans in an instant.


The arid lands the wagon train now entered was the domain of the Paiute people, still living wild and free as they always had. They were as hard and fierce as the land that spawned their ancestors thousands of years earlier. They bitterly resisted the intrusion of white men into their land, whether they came to dig for silver or gold, or moved through in long lines of wagons. Paiute warriors travelled in small bands using hit-and-run tactics, then disappeared back into their wilderness. The lone wagoneer who abandoned the safety of larger wagon trains to try some new trail or a supposed short cut, was quickly cut down to become only food for vultures. This was not the open grass prairies and broad river valleys back east where danger could be easily spotted still miles away. This twisted, broken land of endless box canyons and deep ravines easily hid attackers until the final moment before they bolted from cover on paint ponies yelling war cries.


Keen had to stay in the saddle, in the lead, every minute of the day, post guards every night and often stay awake supervising men who were farmers and merchants who never fired a weapon of any kind in their entire lives, let alone at another human being. It was a sudden transition some could never make. That meant Will had to make it for them. Looking ahead Will gauged what time he had left before a lowering sun ended another long day in the saddle. He needed time for a meeting with all drivers about the trail ahead.


Wrangel Foot in the lead wagon saw Keen riding in. Easing back on the reins of his four oxen team, he pulled to a stop. Standing in the box Foot raised his hand, signalling to the others behind him. ‘How’s it look up ahead, Will?’ he called out.


‘We’re going into canyon country. The land closes in fast. I want all the wagon drivers together so I can talk to them.’


‘That’ll take some time, won’t it? Shouldn’t we use as much daylight as we can to keep on going?’


‘No. Another few miles won’t mean much this late in the day. Get your men together. We’re going into dangerous country. I want everyone made aware of that and how to handle it.’


‘All right,’ Foot shrugged, easing down off the seat. ‘Eustace, get up here and mind the team,’ he yelled to his brother in the back of the wagon. ‘They’re so tired and thirsty, it won’t take much to hold them.’


A smoky sagebrush fire barely lit the shadowed faces of drivers that evening standing in a circle with Will in the middle. Behind the drivers the women and children, bundled against the desert chill of evening, stood silently listening as he slowly walked the circle looking each driver in the face, emphasizing his remarks.


‘By now you all know we’re starting into Paiute country. I’ve seen enough sign to know they’ve passed through here not too long ago. They probably know we’re coming in, too. Whether they mean trouble or not is up to them. What’s ahead of us is largely canyon country. It’s steep and chopped up with lots of side canyons and deep washes where it’s easy for trouble to hide in. I want all you men to keep weapons, if you have any, up front where you can get at them fast if you need to. Once we start in I also want the wagons close together nose to tailgate, in line. There’ll be no stopping to eat, drink or rest. Only a wagon breakdown would change that. If that does happen, we all stop together. No one gets left back even if they’re in plain sight of the rest of the wagons. The Paiutes can overrun a lone wagon faster than I can say it. When we stop for the night I want all the horses tied on a picket line and a night guard watching them. Wrangel Foot will decide who takes turns on that. Your oxen should also be kept close. Any of them wander off during the night and you’ll never see them again. They’ll end up on a Paiute fire pit.’


‘How much time do you think it will take for us to get through this country ahead?’ one of the drivers called out.


‘That depends on how long you can work your teams each day. There’s very little water ahead. The only water you’ll have for at least the next two weeks is what you can carry in your water barrels. When you’re thirsty, save that drink for your animals instead. The Black Rock desert we came through was bad enough. Now we’ll be into a high desert almost as bone dry. If your animals falter, you’re in trouble. From here to the western mountain passes, water will be more valuable than gold. Remember that.’


‘Do you believe we’re still on time to cross over those mountains into Oregon?’ Foot raised his hand.


‘I’d say we’re doing about right on time at least up to now. A lot can happen between here and that high country that no one has any control over. That includes me. If we’re careful and don’t have too many setbacks, we’ll have a good chance to make it. Don’t forget there’s always a chance for early snow – that could change things, too.


‘There’s nothing I can do about the weather. We’ll all have to keep at it each day, and see how many miles we can cover.’


‘My horse team is getting pretty thin and worn out without anything to eat up here but sage and bitter brush,’ one of the wagon men complained.


‘All I can tell you is if your animals are struggling, you might want to ask your woman and adult children if they can get out of the wagons and walk a while. It will lighten the load and make it easier on your animals. But just remember, anyone on foot has to stay close to the wagons. Don’t drop back or stop even for a short rest. I’ll be out front where I can’t see or help you if you get into any kind of trouble. I’ll suggest one other thing. If you see your animals are in trouble, think about unloading anything you don’t absolutely have to have once you settle down in Oregon Territory.’


‘Like what?’ a driver questioned. ‘Everything me and my wife own is in our wagon.’


‘Like musical instruments, a piano, furniture, frying pans, extra trunk full of pots and pans you don’t need. Anything that adds extra weight.’


‘I’m not sure I can do that after we hauled our belongings all the way back from Missouri.’ Another driver shook his head before Foot spoke up.


‘You all better listen to what Will is saying. He’s done this before with other folks and knows what he’s talking about. We can all share our tools and labour once we settle in over the mountains. The only thing that counts now is getting there. If someone does break down so bad we can’t fix it here on the trail, then they’ll have to leave most of their things and double up in another family wagon. That makes it even harder on the animals. If you think your animals are in trouble, get rid of what you don’t need now before it’s too late!’


The first thin halo of grey invaded the blackness of eastern sky while Will and Wrangel stood sipping a cup of hot black coffee, next to a flickering fire. An oxen bellowed out behind sleeping wagons and a horse whinnied. Foot studied his scout’s emotionless face a moment before speaking.


‘I’d have to say none of us in this wagon train have ever been sorry we hired you to take us all the way to Oregon, Will. So far you’ve done everything you said you would. I want you to know I speak for all the others when I say how much we appreciate that. None of us knew what we were really getting into. I guess no one could unless they took it on themselves.’


Keen nodded at the wagon master before speaking. ‘I was brought up to believe a man’s word was his bond. I still do. I know all your people are counting on me, just like the other parties I’ve brought west over the years. That kind of responsibility helps my thinking stay pretty clear. I know a lot of lives are at stake.’


‘So far, I’d say crossing the Black Rock desert was the toughest thing we’ve had to endure. You seemed to know that stretch of misery like the back of your hand. I’m real glad you did. We could have lost animals and people, too, out there without those springs you took us to.’


‘I ought to know it. I was raised up in those rocky hills on a little horse ranch on the far side of the Black Rock. My mother pretty much raised me by herself sometimes with the help of her brother.’


‘You didn’t have a father?’


‘I did, but he only came back home long enough to put together another grub stake before leaving again, chasing gold fever. He always thought he’d strike it rich someplace around the desert mountains, if he could just find the right canyon. As far as we knew he never did. When he didn’t return after another trip we didn’t know if a diggings had caved in on him, if a band of renegade Indians had killed him, or if he just left the country for someplace else. Before all that the Paiutes use to water their horses at a spring behind our ranch house, when I was a kid.’


‘The Paiutes!’


‘Yes, that’s right. When I was ten years old they taught me how to make small bows and arrows so we could hunt wood rats together. I learned how to live in desert country because of them early in life. Black Antelope, Small Eagle and One Eye were my friends.’


‘Are those the same Paiutes you’re so worried about now? You think they’d still be your friends, wouldn’t they?’


‘I really don’t know. Maybe not. Your wagon train isn’t the first settlers I’ve brought through their country. They probably know that, too.’


Foot rubbed the back of his neck thinking over the surprising revelations. He had another question for his scout. ‘Here’s something else I don’t understand. We’ve pulled these wagons across half a continent and through other areas that were tribal ground without much trouble. Why are you so concerned now about this stretch of country we’re in? Are the Paiutes any different?’


‘In some ways they are. These people have always lived in this land where no others can, and that includes whites. They’ve learned how to survive and make the most out of very little. But now their waterholes are being poisoned by dead oxen and horses. The cavalry sometimes rides up here raiding villages, and they kill not just men, but women and children, too. A few prospectors are beginning to come in looking for gold, digging in their sacred land, if they’re not killed first. The Paiutes are a people who have lost nearly everything they ever had. All they have left is to fight for the only way of life they’ve ever known. Ask yourself this. What would you, me or any of your people in these wagons do if someone tried to run us out of our homes and off our land too?’


Foot stood struggling for an answer. He had none. Will broke the uncomfortable silence. ‘Thanks for the coffee. I’ve got to saddle up Blue, and get going out front. Here comes tomorrow,’ he nodded toward the growing rim of dawn. ‘One other thing. If you see me today or any other day riding in fast firing my pistol, that means trouble is right behind me. Take action to pull the wagons to a stop. Order everyone to arm themselves. I hope that does not happen, but it’s always best to have a plan if it does.’


The wagon master nodded with a parting thought. ‘We’ll talk again like this, Will. I can learn a lot from you about this harsh country and the people in it. Watch yourself out there today. I don’t know what any of us would do without you.’


Keen kept the wagon train moving as steadily as possible all that next week, keeping to open flats and wide brushlands, away from the cover of surrounding hills and endless side canyons where trouble could lurk. The worn wagon-wheel ruts of previous springs passage still marked the way in most places. Where wind and what little winter rainfall there was had washed away the trail, he had to rely on memory and the lie of the land. Yet even his sharp eyes did not see the distant image of a small party of Paiute braves shadowing him and the wagons from the cover of hills paralleling the trail.


Led by Black Antelope, the six braves not only had vengeance on their mind because another wagon train was invading their high, lonely domain, but the burning question of whether or not three white men who had come riding into their village stealing food and water at gunpoint, were hiding someplace in one of those wagons. When an old man in the village had tried to stop the three from taking two young girls, they’d shot him down. Black Antelope had trailed the three in this direction for three days until finding the line of wagons. If he had to attack to find and take those three, he was prepared to do so.


Driven as he was, Black Antelope could not help but notice the lone rider far ahead of the wagons, marking trail. Even at a distance he could see that rider was no white man. Instead he wore buckskin clothes, and his face was darker than the men at the reins in those wagons. He seemed to have no fear for his safety, his long rifle snug in a skin scabbard on the side of his horse. His manner and steady advance through the country alone demanded that Black Antelope learn who he was, and why he rode so boldly through a land that was not his. Near sundown after another long day leading the wagons, the Pauite leader decided it was time he get that answer face to face.


Keen rounded a bend in the trail where brushy hills pinched close together narrowing the trail. Suddenly he reined Blue to a halt, instantly pulling his six gun. Ahead of him not fifty feet away, a lone Indian warrior sat his horse, rifle in hand, staring hard at this strange man who always rode far ahead. For several tense seconds neither man spoke or made a move, each strangely fascinated with the look of the other. Black Antelope dared to urge his horse forward another few yards, his eyes boring into the buckskin-clad man. Will kept the pistol tight in his hand, nerves tingling, ready to use it. But something made him hold back, he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was a fleeting memory. He decided to take a chance to speak.


‘If you understand my language – I am not here to fight. I want only to bring the wagons behind me through here and be gone. Do you know what I have said?’ He held his breath waiting for any sign or reaction.


Black Antelope nodded slowly. Now he suddenly realized who this strange trail breaker was. ‘Do you remember how to speak the tongue of a young boy?’ He stunned Will with his demanding question.


‘If you mean – the few words of Pauite I once knew, I might.’ Will leaned closer trying desperately to recognize the dark lined face of his inquisitor.


‘We called you – Running Boy.’


Will’s face lit up in amazement. He remembered a name he hadn’t heard in years, the same one his Paiute playmates once called him.


Holstering his pistol he edged Blue right up alongside the brave studying his face even closer. It was older, more scarred, worn by time and strife, but he began to recognize it. ‘Black Antelope, is that – you?’


The Paiute nodded without smiling. ‘I have watched you for three suns. I knew you were not a white man. Now I know who you are, but not why you bring wagons through our land.’


‘They only want to pass through and will not stay. They go far away over the mountains where the sun sets,’ he pointed west. ‘They are farmers who plant seeds and grow crops. They fight no one.’


‘You do that for them?’


The gravity of the question caught Will off guard. He could not let it pass without a truthful answer. A lie would only make more trouble. ‘I would fight for them if I had no other choice. I am only here to take them far away to a new land.’


Black Antelope didn’t question his statement, his eyes boring into his old boyhood friend for any sign of deceit. Finding none, he asked another question.


‘Three white men came to our village while my braves and I were out hunting. They took all the food and water. They killed an old man who tried to stop them from taking two young girls. Their trail has led me close to here. Are those three hiding in your wagons?’


‘They are not. I tell you the truth. I will swear it on my mother’s grave.’


The dark-skinned man leaned back on his horse a moment longer, never taking his eyes off Keen. He believed what he said, and decided to continue. ‘One of these men wears white hair. He does all the talking. Another has black hair, and black eyes too. The other one is young with a twisted face. He makes strange sounds, sometimes like a bird. I want these three. I will not turn back until I take them.’


‘I have not seen any of these men you talk about. If I do and can find you, I will tell you where they are.’


Black Antelope nodded, looking Will up and down one final time. ‘You have grown tall and strong, Running Boy. I knew it could be no other way. You have been gone many moons from this land. When you have taken these white eyes to that land over the mountains, came back here and live as you once did with us. Always remember you carry the blood of our people in your veins. This is the land you know best.’


‘I will think on it, my old friend. I promise I will. Now will you let us pass?’


The brave nodded without uttering another word. Reining his horse around, Will watched him ride away. The chance meeting seemed so strange, so unpredictable after all these years, flooding back memories of his boyhood. He couldn’t help but wonder if the gods of the ancient ones had directed it to happen, or if it was only blind chance. That question would never leave his mind for years to come.









Chapter Two


 


Riding back towards the wagon train, Will pondered the information his old friend had given him. In place of his original worry that the Paiutes might attack the wagons, now a new threat loomed large: the three white men who had raided the Indian village. Were they somewhere nearby in this vast lonely land, as Black Antelope thought? If they were, something as easy to see as a line of twenty-three canvas-topped wagons moving slowly against the backdrop of the monotonous grey-brown of the high desert would make easy targets.


Keen suspected the three had likely been involved in a lot more than raiding the Paiute village and kidnapping two young girls. Men who would do that were vicious enough to try almost anything, regardless of how reckless or cruel. If they did find the wagons, he’d have to take on all three alone. The wagoneers were not stand-up face-to-face gunfighters. Before he reached the wagons he’d already decided it would be best to call a meeting of everyone and explain what they might be facing, and how he wanted them to react if it did happen.
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