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Chapter 1

“Every man’s road in life is marked by the graves of his personal liking.”

—Alexander Smith

In the early afternoon they rode up out of a ravine, and the hills were displayed on the horizon like a distant fairytale kingdom. After that Ben Cone couldn’t think of anything but the gold—the gold and Madeline, of course. Actually they were the same, because without the gold he didn’t have Madeline, and without Madeline he didn’t want the gold. He didn’t want anything without Madeline.

Usually they stopped for the night well before sunset, but with the hills in their sights, any thoughts of stopping disappeared with the setting sun. No one talked about making camp. The night painted the sky black and splattered it with stars, and they rode on in the darkness like a drunk stumbling towards his last drink of the day.

Just as Ben felt certain that he would greet the sunrise from his saddle, McCullough’s mule tripped in a braying clatter of cooking pots and mining tools.

Ben hopped to the ground and brought his mule up even with his horse. “Are we in a dog town?”

“I don’t know,” Israel Modjeska said from the front of the line. Israel had gotten off his horse, too, and Ben could see his blond head and big form move back and forth as he scanned the ground. “I can’t see anything. How’s that mule?” he shouted to the back of the line.

“It’s hurt bad,” McCullough shouted to be heard above the braying mule. He sounded on the verge of tears.

“You don’t know anything about mules,” Walt Knoll said then yelled to the front of the line. “It’s fine. Just scared. It ain’t even limping.”

Israel crept forward as he felt the ground with his foot. “I can’t tell if we’re in a dog town or not. It’s too dark to see.” He looked out into the darkness and pointed at something Ben couldn’t see. “Looks like there’s a hill over there with some trees. Settle that mule down, and we’ll make camp for the night up there.”

“Who made you boss?” Knoll said, still yelling. “We’ll be in the hills by morning if we keep going.”

“I’m with Israel,” Ben said. “The hills are farther away than they look. It won’t do us any good to have a horse break a leg out here in the dark.”

“I’m for stopping, too,” McCullough said. “I’m hungry.”

“You’re always hungry,” Knoll snapped. “You could stand to miss a few meals. I say we keep going.”

“You can do what you want, Wormy,” Israel said. “The rest of us are going up to that hill and make camp.”

The discussion ended. They walked to the hill, leading their horses and mules with Israel in front and Knoll bringing up the rear, still grumbling.

A few scrub burr oaks crowned the top of the low hill. They made camp in the dark without speaking. Since leaving Iowa they had made so many camps that everyone knew what to do without being told. Ben and Israel started the fire and gathered enough wood to get them through the night—they would have filled the water containers, too, but since they stopped on the spur of the moment, a water source wasn’t available.

Ben, picking up wood, paused to watch Knoll tend to the livestock in the trees away from the fire. A short thin man, he and Ben were the same age, but Knoll looked much older. His silhouette could have been from a man well past his prime, stoop-shouldered and hunchbacked like an old man wasting away from poor health. As a youngster he’d been bed-ridden for six weeks with a low-grade fever. It had sapped his strength and he never got it back. While his body appeared to lack energy, his face had a power to it. It was a stern, hard face with dark eyes that seemed to glow with anger even on the rare occasions when he smiled.

Knoll looked over his shoulder. “How’s supper coming?”

McCullough wrestled the cooking pot up onto the fire. “It’ll be a bit before it’s done.” He wiped his hands on his pants. “We’re running out of salt pork, so it’s going to be a little bland.”

“You shouldn’t have used so much on the way out.”

“I noticed you didn’t have any trouble eating it,” Israel said as he knelt by the fire.

“Keep your mouth shut, Polack. I ain’t talking to you, and it ain’t your business.”

Israel stood up and started toward Knoll. “Well, I guess I’m making it my business.”

Knoll dropped the mule’s hoof he’d been holding and rushed out to meet him. It looked like a weasel attacking a grizzly as Israel towered over the smaller man.

“That’s enough.” Ben stepped between the two men and put a hand on each of their chests. “We’re all tired and hungry. Let’s just eat and get some sleep. Tomorrow we should be in the hills panning gold.” Anyway he hoped it would be like that. Breaking up fights between the two of them had gotten old fast.

“He needs to mind his own business,” Knoll said.

“He needs to keep his mouth shut!”

They pushed toward each other and again, Ben pushed them apart.

“That’s enough!” Ben shouted. “Knoll, you’re almost twenty, and Israel, you’re over twenty and have a wife. Both of you are acting like a couple kids on the schoolyard. Tomorrow we’ll be in the hills. I’m not going to find any gold if I have to spend my time breaking up your fights like a schoolmarm.”

“But he—” Israel started.

“Enough!” Ben cut him off. “Go finish doing your chores before we eat. Both of you.”

Knoll and Israel glared at each other for a second then went back to their jobs.

Ben shook his head in the darkness. He’d hoped the quest for gold would make them put their differences aside, but it hadn’t worked out that way.

They finished eating and lay on their bedrolls, unable to sleep. The campfire had been built into a roaring blaze. The orange flames lapped the lower branches of the trees—a celebration bonfire in anticipation of reaching their destination in the morning.

Ben lay on his bedroll thinking of Madeline. He wondered if she were lying in her bed back in Iowa thinking of him. It might be after midnight by now, he decided. She would be sleeping, dreaming of them living out in Boston once he got back with the gold.

McCullough yawned. “It’ll be good to finally be in the hills tomorrow.”

“We would’ve been there tonight if you didn’t have to stop and fill your belly,” Knoll said.

“I can’t help it if I get hungry.”

“You’re always hungry, and your butt’s always sore.” Knoll blew out a snort. “We should’ve left you back in Iowa with your mama.”

Israel laughed. “If it weren’t for Mason giving you that horse and mule, it’d be you still back in Iowa, shoveling horse manure.” He laughed again.

“Mason didn’t give me anything.” Knoll glared across the fire at Israel. “I told you. I got to pay him when I get back.”

“Still, I’ve known Mason all my life, and I don’t ever remember him giving anyone credit,” Israel said. “You can consider yourself one lucky man.”

Knoll glowered at Israel, his eyes like the ends of two gun barrels. “Working for someone since I was twelve, with no pay but room and board, ought to be worth something.”

“You can’t expect to get paid for working for your pa,” McCullough said. “I work for my mom in the general store and don’t get paid.”

“He ain’t my pa.” Knoll spit out the words. “My pa died at Shiloh. He was with Ben’s pa. Ain’t that right, Ben?”

Ben grunted as an answer. He’d been thinking of Madeline and half-listening to the conversation.

“He was a hero,” Knoll continued. “Ben’s pa told me all about it. He was shot three times and kept right on fighting until some reb coward bayoneted him in the back.” Knoll launched a wad of spit into the night. “Ain’t nothing I hate more than rebs. They killed my pa.”

Israel chuckled. “Oh I don’t know. The way I hear it your pa may not be dead at all. The way I hear it…”

Ben jumped to his feet. This conversation needed to be ended right now. “Israel, I need you to help me check the horses.”

Israel waved it off with his hand. “Wormy already tended to them.”

“We need to check the hobbles. We wouldn’t want them running off in the middle of the night.”

Israel shook his head. He got to his feet and followed Ben to the horses.

As soon as they were behind the horses Ben whipped around and faced Israel. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I was just—”

“You were going to bring up that old rumor about Mr. Mason being Knoll’s real father. Weren’t you?”

“You don’t know it’s just a rumor.”

“It’s old women’s talk.”

“Maybe not,” Israel said. “Why else would his ma give him to an old bachelor like Mason to raise? Why didn’t she take him to kin when she found out she was dying?”

“Because she didn’t have any relatives in the area,” Ben said. “Knoll needed a place to live and Mason needed help at the livery. It worked out for everyone.”

“I don’t believe it. How long were the Knolls married before Wormy came along? Eight years? Eight years and no baby to show for it, then all of a sudden she has one. I think she had to go to Mason to get herself a baby.”

“You’ve been married four years. How many babies do you have?”

It looked as if Israel would cry. Ben knew it would hurt Israel, but he had to do something to stop the fighting between the two of them.

“Annie’s been with child three times. You know that. It’s not our fault she lost them.”

Ben nodded. “That’s right. And if you can get the money to send her to a hospital next time, maybe you can have that baby you’ve been wanting. But you’re not going to get any gold if you spend your time fighting with Knoll.”

“He shouldn’t be with us,” Israel said. “No one invited him along.”

“McCullough wasn’t invited either. It was just supposed to be you and me.”

“I like McCullough,” Israel said. “He’s a good kid. Wormy I can’t stand.”

“And why is that?”

“I got my reasons. I don’t like him. Never have. Never will.”

“I’m not asking you to like him,” Ben said. “Just stay away from him. Or at least don’t go out of your way to aggravate him.”

Israel let out a sharp snort. “Why aren’t you talking to him about aggravating me?”

“Because he didn’t bring up old rumors about your pa.”

“You don’t know that they’re just rumors.”

Ben shook his head. “I’m not going through this again. Stay away from him and leave him alone.”

“I’ll try.”

“I need more than that.”

“That’s all you’re getting,” Israel said.

Ben sighed. It would have to do for now.

They went back to the fire and sat down on their bedrolls. No one said anything up until the time Ben drifted off into an exhausted sleep.

* * * *

Ben’s eyes popped open with a start when Israel tapped him on the shoulder. With the fog of sleep still swirling through his head, it took him a moment to remember where he was. At his feet were the remnants of the campfire. The bonfire they’d built had died down to a pile of white ash. A red center glowed from within the pile, fighting back the darkness with a faint orange glow.

Ben would have turned and asked Israel why he had awakened him in the middle of the night, but something was wrong. He felt the tension in the air like an approaching thunderstorm. A cold shiver went through him.

Israel tapped Ben on the shoulder again, hard this time. Ben took a slow look over his shoulder. The big man lay on his side with his head down as if sleeping, but his wide-open eyes and rigid body said otherwise. The pistol in his hand glinted in the orange light of the fire—its hammer stood cocked back at the ready.

Knoll lay on the other side of the fire rolled in his blankets, his rigid body mirroring Israel’s. He held his muzzle-loading shotgun in his hands with the front grip resting across his left forearm.

A wild thought flashed through Ben’s mind. They’re going to kill each other. Something had happened while he slept, and at any moment they’re going to jump up and start shooting across the fire at each other until one of them is dead.

One of the horses whining caught Ben’s attention. A shadow moved in the trees among the horses and put its hand on the muzzle of Israel’s bay to quiet it. After a moment the dark silhouette slipped a rope over the head of the bay.

Ben eased his pistol out of its holster.

In front of Ben, McCullough snored, oblivious to the situation. With his fat body curled into a ball, one hand grasped his knees and the other one pushed against his face. It looked as if he were sucking his thumb. Ben tapped him on the shoulder.

McCullough grunted and rolled over out of Ben’s reach.

The figure in the trees stopped and squatted down when McCullough grunted.

After a bit the figure began leading the horse away.

Across the fire, Knoll laid his cheek on the scattergun’s stock and took aim. When there was separation between the horse and the figure, the shotgun barked in the quiet of the night. The bright flash of light destroyed Ben’s night vision. A grunt of surprise and pain came from the direction of the trees. It changed to a soft moan that trailed off to silence.

They came to sitting positions in unison. Even McCullough who had been sleeping sat up at the report of the gun. “What’s going on?” He sounded like a scared little boy awakened in the night by a bad dream.

Ben didn’t answer. He stared with a fascinated horror at the place where the figure lay slumped over on the ground.

“What’s going on?” McCullough repeated.

Ben started to answer when something streaked out of the darkness and punched into the fire beside him. The feathered end of an arrow stuck out of the red embers for a moment before it burst into flames and became kindling.

The night erupted with wild shrieks from the darkness. Arrows zipped by Ben’s head like giant hornets and clattered among the branches of the burr oak trees.

Ben leaped to his feet and fired into the darkness. The flashes from his pistol blinded him. In between the flashes came absolute blackness. A gray cloud of smoke blocked his vision. Burnt gunpowder stung his nostrils. He fired at everything and nothing in the alternating contrast of blazing brightness and total darkness.

McCullough, still sitting on the ground, started to say something. As if by magic an arrow appeared in his chest. His words became a grotesque gurgling sound. He coughed. Flecks of red foam flew from his mouth and splattered his white undershirt. McCullough looked down at the arrow. He looked up at Ben with disbelief. All emotion drained from his face. Another cough and he fell backwards. The life drained from his eyes. The boy’s face became a blank stare as he died.

“Let’s get out of here!” Israel screamed.

Ben couldn’t move. He stood frozen over McCullough, a human being a moment ago and now just a motionless pile of flesh.

“Let’s go!” Israel shrieked again. He pushed Ben away from the fire and into the protection of the burr oak trees. Knoll followed.

They crouched behind the trees and reloaded. Arrows whizzed by and stuck into the trees around them. Firing off another volley, they emptied their pistols into the darkness and fled in full panic, running away from the trees and out into the open. Their lungs screamed, and they ran farther. They didn’t know if they were being chased, and they didn’t stop to find out.

The fatigue of their muscles overcame their fears. Their legs gave out first. Israel fell on his face, and Ben tripped over him in the darkness. Sweat slid down their faces in salty streams as they lay panting on the ground.

Ben tried to listen for someone chasing them, but his pounding heart blocked out all other sounds.

“McCullough’s dead,” Ben said and sobbed between breaths.

Israel nodded. “Where’s Knoll?”

Ben looked over his shoulder. “He was right behind me.” He got to his knees to see above the grass and looked in all directions. A warm breeze blowing in his face rustled the prairie grasses. The high ground with the trees was too far away to see, but the sounds of the Indian’s victory celebration were carried to them by the wind.

Israel got to his feet. “Let’s go.”

“What about Knoll?”

Israel shrugged. “He’s gone.” He started off through the grass toward the river.

Ben looked back at the trees again, hesitated, and then followed Israel’s broad back out across the prairie.


Chapter 2

They traveled south through the night. As the sun began to color the sky a pale red, they staggered down into the river bottom and dragged themselves into a thick patch of ironweed. Ben volunteered to take the first watch and fell asleep, too tired to care anymore if the Indians found them or not.

When Israel woke him, the sun glared down from straight overhead.

“We’d better get moving.” The big man glanced around as he spoke. “We need to cover some ground before it gets dark.”

To avoid being seen by the Indians, they stayed on the inside of the tree line that hugged the river instead of walking out in the open prairie. The sun fell behind the horizon and they kept walking.

Far to the west lightning showed in the sky. It flashed in orange and yellow bursts, like kegs of gunpowder exploding in the cloudbank.

Israel looked behind him at the flashes. “Storm’s coming.”

“Let’s keep moving. Maybe it’ll miss us,” Ben said.

They moved on. After a while they could hear rumblings of thunder. Soon giant drops of rain were slapping the ground around them.

“We need to find a place to wait it out,” Ben said.

The words had just left his mouth when the storm hit them with a sudden gust of wind and water as if a dam had burst. Horizontal waves of rain pounded and soaked them in seconds. They searched for some kind of shelter and scrambled under a rock outcropping just as pebbles of hail began bouncing on the ground. In minutes chunky white ice blanketed the ground as giant claps of thunder boomed overhead.

Ben watched the rain and hail and shivered in his wet clothes. A fire is what he needed, but even the thought of it made him nervous. They had been stupid building a fire as big as the one they’d built last night. Bonfires while cat fishing back in Iowa hadn’t been that big. All of them were supposed to be men, but they had acted like little kids. The fire could have been seen from miles away. The Indians would have followed it in like coyotes to a rotting carcass. The Indians were riled up about white men going back into the hills anyway. They had to avoid army patrols trying to keep people out since they’d left Randall. Then they had built a fire that big on a hill and out in the open. It was stupid, stupid, stupid.

“I wonder if it’s hailing back in Iowa?” Israel asked, coming out of the trance-like state he’d been in since they crawled under the outcropping. He looked out at the rain and didn’t seem to be talking to Ben. “The corn should just about be up by now. A hail like this would ruin it.”

“Iowa’s a long way off. It may not even be raining back there.”

“I don’t care if it rains,” Israel said, still looking out at the storm. “Rain’ll do the corn good. But hail... I don’t want any hail. If it hails I’ll have to replant the whole crop.”

“You’re not going to have a chance to replant. By the time we get out to the hills now, it’ll be almost winter before we get back.”

A silver fork of lightning stretched across the sky. It revealed a face dripping with water and an expression as solemn and defeated as Ben had ever seen on the big man.

Israel looked over at Ben. “You’re still going out to the hills?”

“Of course. Aren’t you?”

Israel shook his head. “As soon as we get back to Randall and I can get a horse, I’m heading back home.”

“What about the baby?”

Israel looked away again. “I figure if Annie had to choose, she’d pick a husband who’s alive over a baby she doesn’t know.”

Ben shrugged. “I guess we all have to do what we think is best.”

“And you’re going on?”

“I have to.”

“For Madeline?”

Ben nodded. “I love her, Israel.”

Israel looked at Ben again. “I don’t doubt that for a moment.” He blinked water out of his eyes. “But are you sure she loves you?”

“She told me so.”

Israel looked back out at the storm. “Seems to me that a person can say anything they want without too much trouble. It’s what they do that counts.”

Ben let that settle for a moment.

“Meaning what?”

“Well for one thing, she called off the wedding.”

The wedding had been planned and the arrangements made. They should have been married last spring. Ben’s father had set a piece of land aside for them to farm, then last fall Madeline’s aunt in Boston had taken sick. Madeline’s mother sent her back east to care for her aunt through the winter. The widowed aunt had a good deal of money and lived in Boston’s high society. The refined life in a big city agreed with Madeline. Now she didn’t want to submit to the life of a farmer’s wife that had made her mother old by thirty and had killed her grandmother at fifty. She’d called the wedding off.

“It’s not that she doesn’t love me,” Ben said. “It’s just that she just doesn’t want to live on a farm the rest of her life. She wants to live back east.”

“I’m not trying to get you mad at me,” Israel said. “It just seems that if she really loved you, she could love you as well in Iowa as she could in Boston.”

This time Ben looked away. “I know. I’ve thought of that. But I think it’s just that—everyone has dreams. Madeline’s dream is to live in Boston. Just like Annie’s dream is to have a healthy baby. I can’t ask her to give it up.”

“I just gave up Annie’s dream,” Israel said in a low whisper.

“You and Annie could still have a healthy baby,” Ben said. “It happens all the time. Look at Knoll. His parents were married eight years before they had him.”

“I wouldn’t consider that puny little salamander an accomplishment,” Israel said. “Besides, I still think Shorty Mason is his real father.”

“I told you, that’s old women’s talk.”

“You’re just defending him because your pa and his pa fought together at Shiloh.”

“Maybe I’m defending him because it’s the truth,” Ben said. “Anyway, he’s dead now. You shouldn’t be saying bad things about him.”

“Well, I’m not going to miss him,” Israel said. “McCullough I will. I didn’t know McCullough well or for very long. I always thought of him as a mama’s boy, but I liked him.” He stopped for a moment and chewed on his lower lip. “It’s going to kill his mother when she finds out that he’s gone. He’s all she had left for family.”

And it’s my fault he’s dead, Ben thought.

Ben hadn’t asked McCullough to come. He didn’t even want him to come. Just Ben and Israel were to make the trip—get out to the hills after planting season and get back before harvest—but McCullough had gotten down on his knees and begged Ben to take him along.

The three of them left town on a sunny morning with McCullough’s mother holed up inside her general store. She couldn’t stop her sixteen year-old son from going, but she wasn’t going to sanction it by seeing him off.

When they camped on the second night, Knoll rode up on his new horse with a mule trailing. He joined the group over Israel’s loud protests. Now they were both dead.

“Why do you think McCullough wanted to go with us anyway?” Ben asked. “He didn’t need the money. His ma’s general store is doing well.”

Israel shrugged. “Kind of like you said, ‘everyone has dreams.’”

“And what’s your dream?”

“Israel smiled a rain-soaked smile. “I’m living it.”

The smile looked good on him. Ben was glad to see it back.

“Just give me a good rain to keep the crops growing and I’m a happy man,” Israel said. He looked back out into the night. “I just hope it’s not hailing back in Iowa.”

They spent the rest of the night shivering and trying to sleep under the outcropping.

First light found them working their way downriver. As they walked on the muddy riverbank to stay in cover, thick mud gathered on their boots with each step until their boots became heavy balls of mud. They stopped often to scrape it off with sticks.

In a few hours they tired of the walk-a-little-scrape-a-little routine. The Indians be damned. They went out on the open prairie with the tall grass and less mud. They cleaned their boots one last time and continued east.

They made better time out on the prairie with Israel’s long legs setting a brisk pace. About noon they spotted a lone rider with a mule trailing behind. Afraid that it might be an Indian, they hid behind some brush and watched as it came closer.

At a couple hundred yards out, Ben recognized the horse as Israel’s bay and the mule as McCullough’s. The rider cut the distance in half, angling to the right of them, when Ben recognized the thin rider sitting astride it.

“It’s Knoll,” Ben whispered.

Israel put a hand on his forehead to shield his eyes from the sun. A smile crossed his face. He stepped out into the open and waved and shouted.

Knoll stopped and grabbed the stock of the scattergun on the saddle. Recognition crossed his face. He let the shotgun drop back into its scabbard and trotted up to them.

“We thought you were dead,” Israel said.

“I guess it’s plain enough that I’m not,” Knoll said. “I was thinking the same of you two.”

“What about McCullough?” Ben asked.

“He’s dead. Scalped, too.”

Ben expected as much, but hearing the words left him feeling as if he had swallowed an anvil. “Did you get a chance to bury him?”

Knoll shook his head. “I had all I could do to get this horse and mule back,” he said. “There wasn’t time for a funeral. Besides, buzzards and wolves will take care of him in a few days.”

The anvil in Ben’s stomach rolled over.

“How’d you manage to get that horse and mule?” Israel asked.

“Wasn’t that hard. I just sneaked in and picked them off. All they had was bows and arrows.”

“I would have thought you could’ve gotten all of them,” Israel said.

“At least I got two of them. How many did you get?”

Israel stepped forward and grabbed the horse’s halter. “Well, it was nice of you to get my horse back for me, Wormy.”

Knoll bristled. “My name’s Walt, and it’s not your horse. Some Indian had it when I got it.”

The smile left Israel’s face. “It’s my bay alright. I bought it from Glen Schroeder. It came out of his mare.”

“Might be,” Knoll said, “but it seems to me that if a man doesn’t have guts enough to go get his own horse back, he gives up rights to it.”

“Why don’t you just get yourself off my horse,” Israel said.

“You don’t have a horse, but I have this mule that you’re welcome to ride—if you ask real nice.”

“I’m not riding a mule when I got a horse right here,” Israel said through clenched teeth. “Now, you can get yourself off my horse by yourself, or I can help you along. It’s your choice, Wormy.”

Knoll unbuttoned the front of his riding coat and revealed his pistol. “You want to take me off this horse, you’re welcome to try. I already killed some Indians. Killing you wouldn’t bother me much. You may be the only thing I hate more than rebs.”

They glared at each other.

Knoll and Israel had threatened to kill each other for as long as Ben could remember. Now, however, Ben sensed a change in the threats. Something had happened with Knoll. The angry glow in his eyes had been turned up. It burned everything he looked at. His gaze went straight through Ben as if he were looking at something behind Ben—something miles behind him. Ben figured Israel sensed the change, too. In the past Israel would have dragged Knoll off the horse, but now he hesitated.

Ben felt his stomach sour. He stepped in between them before he thought about it and lost his nerve.

“You might want to think about giving him the horse,” Ben said. His voice shook.

Knoll never took those burning eyes off of Israel. “It’s not his horse.”

Ben shrugged. “You may be right, but the sooner he gets a horse, the sooner he can go back to Iowa.”

“He’s going back?” The hard expression on Knoll’s face broke for a moment.

Ben had hoped for the opening. He jumped on it. “Yeah, he’s not going on to the hills. He’s going back as soon as he gets a horse. If you don’t give him that one, he’ll have to stay with us until he can get another one.”

Knoll studied the big man. “That true? You going back?”

Israel nodded.

Knoll chewed on his lower lip for a moment and dismounted. “Don’t ever say Walt Knoll’s not a good man.” He threw the reins of the horse at Israel. “I’m going to give you this fine horse for nothing just so you can be on your way. No need to thank me. Getting rid of you will be thanks enough.”

Israel picked up the reins. “I’ve never felt the need to thank someone for giving me what was mine to begin with.” He swung up into the saddle.

Ben and Knoll rode double on the mule. They made good time and put some distance between them and the wooded rise where McCullough had been killed. Ben tried to get a conversation going several times. A grunt or a nod would be the only answer he’d get from either of the two. He gave up after a while and decided to let them work it out. He preferred the silence to the bickering and threats anyway.

In the late afternoon they camped beside a feeder creek. While Ben made a fire Knoll took care of the horse and mule. Israel went scrounging along the creek to see if he could find something to eat. The meal McCullough had cooked on the night he died had been the last time any of them had eaten.

When Ben had the fire going he stood up and watched Knoll finish brushing down the mule with long experienced strokes.

“You do a good job with the animals,” Ben said. He waited to see if Knoll would respond with more than the same grunts he had been using all day.

Knoll glanced down the creek in the direction Israel had gone. “I should. I’ve been doing it long enough.”

“I suppose when you get your gold, you’ll get your own livery?”

“I ain’t going nowhere near a livery ever again when I get my gold.”

This puzzled Ben. “What are you going to do?”

Knoll shrugged. “Don’t know, but I’m not going back to Iowa.”

“I thought you had to pay Mr. Mason for the horse and mule?”

“I’ll send money with you to pay him.” Knoll spit on the ground. “Or maybe I’ll just count it as pay for all the years I worked for him for nothing.”

With Knoll getting angrier the more he talked, Ben decided to let it rest for a little bit and give Knoll a chance to calm down.

A pair of green-wing teal splashed in the creek for a moment until they saw the two humans and leapt back into the air as fast as they had arrived.

Knoll finished with the horse and mule and came over to the fire. He sat down by Ben. “You really still plan on going out to the hills? Or did you just say that so I’d give the horse to the Polack?”

Ben looked into those angry eyes for a moment and had to look away. “I’m going. We’ll have to get jobs in Randall to get enough money to buy supplies, but I’m going.”

Knoll seemed satisfied with the answer and his eyes softened.

“How did you get the horse and mule back?” Ben asked.

“Went back and got them. I ran off like you and the Polack, but I couldn’t run as far or as fast. When I had to stop, I knew they weren’t chasing us. I doubled back on them. They were celebrating in the trees. They never left the campsite. I watched them scalp McCullough.” His face and voice were as calm and emotionless as if he were describing someone shoeing a horse. “Most of the horses ran off with all the shooting. I figured they’d wait until daylight before trying to gather them up. When they had the horses I waited for them to put the dead Indian up on a horse. I knew it’d take three and maybe all four of them to do it. When they were all gathered together, I shot them with my scattergun.”

“You got all four of them with one shot?”

“Just three of them. The other one tried to run away, but I ran him down and shot him with my pistol. Then I had to finish off two of the others.” He yawned. “They weren’t quite dead.”

“Why didn’t you get more of our supplies?”

Knoll shrugged. “I saw a group of big Indians coming my way. I think they must have heard the shots.”

“Big Indians?”

Knoll paused for a moment. “I meant a big group of Indians. I grabbed the horse and mule and headed out fast. Didn’t have time to gather up the supplies.”

Knoll looked down the creek again and stopped talking. Israel appeared carrying two catfish.

Israel didn’t say a word. He gutted the fish and put them on sticks over the fire.

Ben didn’t care for fish—he preferred a nice hunk of beef, pork or venison—but he hadn’t eaten for two days. The fish tasted wonderful. The three men grunted with pleasure as they ate. Ben commented several times how Dakota catfish must be different than Iowa catfish, because they tasted so much better. When they had finished, all that remained of the fish were the skeletons. They had even devoured the charred skin and fins.

Ben lay back on the bed of dry grass he had piled up for the night. A bright orange sunset on the horizon highlighted a darkening sky. He hoped they could get through the night without being rained on. Getting soaked to the skin again was something he could live without for a while. There weren’t any dry clothes to change into. The trip had been started with two overstuffed saddlebags and a loaded-down mule. What remained of all that he wore on his back. A job would be the first priority when they got to Randall. They could share the mule, but both of them would need a horse and of course supplies—food, pans for panning and maybe a shovel.

He had to get out to the hills, get the gold and get back before winter. Madeline hated the Iowa winters. She would find an excuse to go back east and spend the winter in Boston, and Ben wanted to be with her when she went.

Israel took another log from the woodpile they’d gathered and put it on the fire.

“I was thinking that maybe we should let the fire die out,” Ben said. “It’s getting dark. We wouldn’t want the Indians to find us again.”

“I’m not spending another night freezing,” Israel replied. “We can keep it small.”

“Besides,” Knoll said, “the Indians show up and I’ll just take care of them like I did last time.”

“Last time, McCullough was killed,” Ben said.

Knoll shrugged. “He shouldn’t have been out here with us anyway,” he said. “He was too soft and fat.”

Israel started to say something and Ben could tell by the scowl on his face that it wouldn’t be good.

“Israel, can you help me with the horse and mule?” Ben said, standing up.

Israel sighed once and stood up.

“They’re fine,” Knoll said. “I hobbled them good.”

Ben nodded. “I know, but I want to move them closer to us. I don’t want them getting stolen again.”

“He was talking bad about McCullough,” Israel said as soon as they were away from Knoll.

“I know,” Ben said. “But could you please not rile him up? When we get to Randall, you’ll head back to Iowa and you’ll never have to see him again. He says he’s not going back to Iowa even after he gets the gold.”

Israel gave Ben a skeptical look. “You sure?”

Ben shrugged. “That’s what he tells me. We have two days ride until we reach Randall. Get along with him until then. Please?”

Israel stopped and thought about it for a moment. “I’ll try, but that means I won’t be talking to him.”

“Whatever it takes.”


Chapter 3

They reached Randall after dark and spent the night in the stable. The next morning Israel shook Ben in the darkness to wake him. Ben jumped out of sound sleep and reached for his pistol.

“I’m leaving,” Israel whispered. “You want to walk with me to the edge of town?”

Ben rolled to a sitting position and yawned. “Sure.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’ll wake up Knoll.”

“Don’t bother. I doubt if either one of us will cry if we don’t get to say goodbye.” Israel turned and walked out of the stable, leading his horse.

Outside, the start of morning glowed in the east. The stars still shone and a sliver of moon rode high in the cloudless sky. The mud streets of Randall stood motionless in the darkness. The abrupt contrast of the whitewashed buildings and the dark windows and streets made the town look like a blurry photograph. The contents of emptied chamber pots that had been strewn along the alleys gave the town the stench of an outhouse at noon. In the street in front of a building with a sign that announced, saloon, a man in a coarse gray shirt lay passed out on his belly, his face pressed in a pool of his own vomit. He moaned as they passed by.

“You sure you don’t want to wait a few days before you leave?” Ben glanced down at the man in the gray shirt. “Maybe pick up a few provisions first? You’re riding kind of light.”

Israel shook his head. “The sooner I leave, the sooner I’ll get home.”

“If I were you, I’d get some supplies first. It’s been a while since we’ve eaten much.”

Knoll had shot a jackrabbit yesterday with his shotgun, but that and the catfish made up their meals for the last four days. Ben’s stomach cramped with hunger even now.

Israel patted his pistol. “Maybe I can shoot a rabbit or something on the way. If not, Annie’s got some kin around Yankton.” He patted his stomach. “I’m carrying enough fat with me to get me that far. I figure they’ll spot me enough to get me the rest of the way.”

They walked on in silence for a moment. Ben shivered and wrapped his arms around himself against the chill of predawn.

“Sure I can’t talk you into going back with me?” Israel asked. “We could take that mule away from Wormy without too much trouble.”

Ben had thought about it most of the night. He wanted to go back and hold Madeline in his arms again and have her comfort him. Maybe he could talk her into staying in Iowa through one more winter. Next summer he could try again. If McCullough had still been alive he would have left in a minute, but McCullough lay dead on the wooded rise. He couldn’t face Mrs. McCullough with her son lying out in the middle of nowhere without even so much as a decent Christian burial.

Ben shook his head. “I came out here to get some gold. I’m not going back until I have some.”

“I hope she’s worth it.”

“She is.”

Reaching the edge of town, they looked out into the sun as it took its first peek at the day.

“Be careful,” Israel said.

“You too.”

Israel looked at Ben with a serious expression on his face. “I mean with Wormy. You watch him, Ben. He’s dangerous.”

Ben shrugged. “Knoll’s all right. You two just don’t hit it off very well.”

“No, that’s not it. That’s not it at all.” Israel looked out at the new sunrise then back at Ben. “You ever known me to bully anyone besides Wormy?”

“Not that I can think of.” As a rule Israel didn’t throw his weight around—most people described him as a gentle giant—with Knoll it was different. As long as Ben could remember, Knoll and Israel had been blood enemies.

“You know why I pick on him?”

Ben shrugged. “I guess I always figured you just never liked him much.”

“Well, I guess that’s true. But you see, Wormy’s different from you and me. He’s different up here.” Israel pointed to his head. “I ever tell you about the first time I met Wormy?”

Ben shook his head.

“The first time was when—I couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen—I saw Wormy set a dog on fire,” Israel said. “He was behind Mason’s stable, and he had this old stray dog tied to a pole. He poured about a half a bucket of coal oil on it, and he took a torch and threw it on the dog. The poor thing burst into flames and started flopping around at the end of the rope. It howled and yelped something pitiful. All covered with fire until you couldn’t even see the dog anymore. Just legs sticking out of a ball of fire. All the while that dog’s burning, Wormy’s laughing. He’s laughing so hard he can hardly stand up.”
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