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BEFORE . . .



Abraham Lincoln signed the Homestead Act in 1862, one year after the Civil War began. The new law granted 160 acres of land to any adult citizen of the United States for $250, or $1.25 per acre. The president’s aim was to open the West to settlement as soon as the war was over.


Three years later, on Sunday, April 9, 1865, Robert E. Lee surrendered to Union forces at Appomattox, Virginia. The South lay in ruins. Atlanta had been burned nearly to the ground. More than 500,000 men in uniforms of blue and gray had died in bloody places with famous names like Gettysburg and Manassas, and not-so-famous ones like Wilson’s Creek and Stones River.


The lure of cheap land was irresistible to survivors of the war. Men and women, young and old, whites—and sometimes blacks—turned their eyes toward a land where they could forget the horrors of the past.


However, the migration that followed produced a different kind of tragedy. Sioux, Cheyenne, and Nez Percé—to name only three of the many Indian tribes that believed the West belonged to them—were displaced from their homelands. Such tribes fiercely resented the intrusion of whites onto their unfenced prairies and into their sacred forests.


Not everyone headed west to homestead. For some emigrants, simple adventure was the lure. Such men often made the journey by water rather than crosscountry, to avoid the wrath of the Indians. The rivers of the West had become broad highways of water after Lewis and Clark proved in 1805 that it was possible to travel all the way up the Missouri River as far as Fort Benton, in Montana territory. By mid-century, keelboats and later steamships regularly made the journey.


Sometimes those who went West were young indeed. Jim Bridger was eighteen years old when he boarded a keelboat in St. Louis and headed upriver. Kit Carson was only fourteen when he gave up his job as an apprentice in a saddlemaker’s shop to begin a life of hunting, trapping, and exploring.


In September 1867, Tyler Bohannon and his friend Isaac Peerce found themselves shoulder to shoulder on a levee in St. Joseph. Before them, the Missouri flowed south to a union with the Mississippi at St. Louis. If they could find a captain willing to take them on, they intended to head the opposite direction—upriver, where new dreams could be dreamed....




BETRAYED!








CHAPTER ONE



The wheels of Elway Snepp’s wagon creaked as they rolled over the bridge that crossed Sweet Creek. Behind him, Tyler knew his mother lingered on the porch of the snug cabin where he’d been born fourteen summers ago.


In his mind’s eye, he saw her hug herself, as if his leaving on this warm September morning had chilled her to the bone. To the right of the porch, Tyler could see the cowshed Papa had built the year before he rode off to war. East lay the garden where he’d put in many a crop himself after Papa joined General Shelby’s Iron Brigade to fight against the Union.


Tyler longed to look back, to take in such familiar sights one last time. Why, he might even blow a farewell kiss to Mama. Instead, he steeled his heart and settled Elway Snepp’s blue Winchester across his knees.


“Sooner!” he hollered, cupping one hand around his mouth. “Oh, Soooner! C’mon, boy, we’re heading west this morning!”


The big red dog streaked like a flaming arrow down the slope where three apple trees, their branches heavy with a good harvest, were silhouetted against the blue autumn sky. The white bib on Sooner’s chest gleamed as freshly as if Mama had washed it for him this very morning.


The dog gamboled merrily alongside the wagon, his red tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. Tyler saw that his brown eye was filled with eagerness for the journey, while the blue one reflected coolly on the perils that might lay ahead.


Devil eyes, folks called them, and got spooked at the sight of them. Tyler smiled. He knew better.


He sighed, then studied the backs of his brother Lucas and his sister Rosa Lee, seated on the wagon bench in front of him. Try as he might, he couldn’t ignore the broad, not-yet-familiar back of the man who sat between them. It belonged to Mr. Elway Snepp, Mama’s new husband.


If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be going anywhere, Tyler reminded himself with a twinge of bitterness. I would’ve gone on living at Sweet Creek till my hair turned white and my back got bent. Would’ve died a natural death, brimful of years, then been laid to rest up there on the hill where Papa’s spirit was consecrated a few months ago.


If only Mama had held Papa’s memory close to her heart forever. . . .


If only Mama had said, “No!” loud and flat out, to Elway’s proposal of marriage. . . .


If only Mama hadn’t set her mind to taking care of that brood of seven motherless Snepp boys. .. .


If only, if only! The hard truth was that Mama had betrayed Papa’s memory.


Tyler felt drops of moisture gather at the corners of his eyes. He blinked them away and set his jaw. Shoot! If he was old enough to head west on his own, he was old enough not to bawl like a colicky baby over a wedding that couldn’t be undone.


The marriage had been blessed by a preacher and witnessed by folks who’d wished the couple well. It was plain that Mama and Elway took the “till death us do part” part of the ceremony to heart. Trouble was, a new family had been created right in the middle of Tyler’s old one, and didn’t include him anymore. He became a stranger in the very place he once intended to live out his whole life.


A poke in his ribs from a sharp elbow reminded Tyler that at least he wasn’t leaving Sweet Creek alone.


“Say, Ty, whyn’t you tell me again the names a them places we’ll be seein’ out there where we be goin’,” Isaac Peerce suggested. Tyler turned to stare into a pair of eyes the color of black walnuts, grateful to be jostled out of his reverie.


“There’s a whole lot of ’em, Isaac,” Tyler said, pleased to hear no girlish quiver in his voice. Even Rosa Lee didn’t cry much anymore, he thought, admiring his little sister’s poker-straight spine and the way her dark curls gleamed in the morning sunshine.


“So tell ’em to me, then!” Isaac insisted.


“Well, there’s this place called Three Forks, where Lewis and Clark found the headwaters of the Missouri River,” Tyler began. Mr. Blackburn at school had helped him read up on the West, and Tyler recited the list as if it were a prayer.


“There’s the Yellowstone River, too, called so on account of it flows over rocks that look kinda yellow as you look down at ’em through the water. There’s a bunch of mountains called the Wind River Range, because the wind blows there most all the time. Folks claim that Jedediah Smith got his eyes froze clean shut when he walked outta those hills on a cold winter night way back in eighteen twenty-four. And—well, Isaac, there’s so many other places—the Judith River and the Great Falls of the Missouri, and the Shining Mountains—it’d take me too long to name ’em all at once.”


The brief recitation satisfied Isaac. Tyler saw the other boy’s dark face crease in a smile, erasing the angry red scar on his cheek that traveled from his left eyebrow to the corner of his mouth.


Around them, the sun-dried fragrance of the bundles of hemp he and Isaac had helped Elway load this morning wafted up to tickle Tyler’s nose. It even made Isaac sneeze hard three times in a row.


Tyler vowed never to forget that smell, because it signaled the end of one life and the beginning of another. The end of a life of growing crops like corn and beans and squash at Sweet Creek in northwest Missouri, and the beginning of a different one in a strange new country where some states didn’t even have names yet.


As if he were a mind reader, Elway turned and peered down at the rifle lying across Tyler’s knees. “With what you got there, I reckon a good hunter will be able to feed himself mighty handsome out in that wild land you’re headed for,” he said.


“I expect so,” Tyler answered, feeling suddenly shy. He cleared his throat. “Thank you for letting me take it, Mr. Sn—ah, um—Elway, I mean.”


The man was married to Mama now, wasn’t he? Whether Tyler welcomed him into the family or not, he wasn’t a neighbor to be politely called Mr. Snepp anymore. “I’ll take good care of it, and if I ever get back this way I promise I’ll return it to you,” Tyler mumbled.


“Oh, I got a hunch it’ll be many a long day before we set eyes on you again, son,” Elway answered with a chuckle.


Son.


How hateful that word sounded the first few times Elway dared to use it! But now, knowing that Papa would never come home alive, that he was dead and gone for all time, it was easier to bear.


Just the same, Tyler patted his shirt pocket, where Papa’s last letter rested against his breastbone. Papa would always be as near as his own skin, no matter how far from Sweet Creek this journey led. Tyler knew he was the true son of only one man—and for sure it wasn’t Elway Snepp!


Yet when he recalled the trip he’d made all the way to Texas to bring Black Jack Bohannon home to Missouri, Tyler’s heart felt bruised and battered. The journey had ended so much differently than he’d planned.


“It ain’t right, what the Union did to us,” Papa told him. His eyes were red-rimmed and slitted that final morning when they stood side by side on the banks of the Rio Grande at Eagle Pass. “I can’t go home yet, Tyler, not till the score’s been evened.”


“But I came so far to find you, Papa . . . Mama and Lucas are waiting back home . . . even Rosa Lee, who was so little when you left . . . why can’t you—” But there were no words powerful enough to change Papa’s mind.


“Sometimes a man gets to a certain place in life because that’s where his road leads him,” he explained. “And the one I’m walkin’ ain’t come to an end yet, Tyler. I’m obliged to travel on it till it does.”


It didn’t matter to Papa that General Lee himself had raised a white flag of surrender on a foggy Sunday morning at Appomattox, Virginia. Surrender wasn’t a word that Black Jack Bohannon would ever know how to spell.


Instead of coming home, Papa had followed General Shelby’s ragtag army across the wide, brown Rio Grande and headed for Mexico. The men of the Iron Brigade aimed to get fresh horses, weapons, and ammunition, then ride back across the border and go to war against the North all over again.


But months later (according to the letter that pressed against Tyler’s heart), Papa’s road came to an end sooner than he’d reckoned. He died in a fracas in a place called Brazil, so foreign sounding and far away, it seemed to be part of a whole separate universe.


Now, with Papa cast up there among the stars and Mama married to Elway Snepp, there was no reason in the world to linger at Sweet Creek a day, a week, a month longer.


Sneaky dampness moistened Tyler’s eyes again. He swallowed hard and stroked the smooth walnut stock of the rifle lying across his knees. When the wagon lurched, his shoulder nudged Isaac’s, rousing the other boy out of his own daydreams.


“Don’t seem possible, do it, Ty?” Isaac whispered. “You and me heading west together? You white, me black. Equals, now that folks like me been e-man-ci-pated.”


E-man-ci-pated. Isaac rolled the word on his tongue, savoring each syllable as if it tasted sweeter than candy. “Out there, it’s going to be you for me and me for you, ain’t it, Ty?”


“Sure enough,” Tyler agreed. Slowly, it dawned on him: The conviction that had driven Papa to far-off Mexico, then farther away to Brazil, now drove him to seek a destiny in an unknown place.


Strange to tell, it was Elway Snepp who seemed to understand best. When Mama objected about him leaving this morning, Elway had pointed out in a mild, patient way, “Ellen, maybe Tyler is like his papa. Some men aren’t meant for safe pastures.”


Aren’t meant for safe pastures....


Tyler shivered in spite of the sun on his back. He was Black Jack Bohannon’s oldest son, never mind that he was as no-account looking as Uncle Matt, Mama’s storekeeper brother. Tyler knew that safe pastures were not to be his lot, either.





CHAPTER TWO



The sun was three hours past its zenith when Elway halted his wagon near the levee in St. Joseph. Beyond, the slow-moving Missouri flowed by on its way to a union with the mighty Mississippi at St. Louis.


Elway peered at the sky, then drew a large gold watch from his pocket to check the hour. “We made good time, chil-run,” he announced, then lifted Rosa Lee down from the wagon bench.


Tyler held back a smile. The first time he heard Elway pronounce children that way was on the morning he and Lucas and Rosa Lee walked over to the Snepp place to buy a broke-down, three-dollar mule from him. They’d named the old codger Patches, and prayed he’d have strength enough to make it all the way home to Sweet Creek. Tyler felt an unexpected stab of homesickness. That was only a year ago, when Mama was still a widow.


“You boys and Sooner keep an eye on the wagon,” Elway said as he straightened his black jacket and took Rosa Lee by the hand. “This young lady and I are going to scout around to see if we can find us a hemp buyer.”


Tyler saw his sister look up at her new stepfather with smug satisfaction. She’d been a mere baby when Papa went to war, which made it easier for her to cotton to Elway right off. Elway had his own reason for cottoning to her: Among his seven rowdy sons there was nary a daughter to call his own.


As Elway and Rosa Lee marched down the dock in search of a buyer, Lucas slumped against the wagon. He lowered his eyes and picked glumly at the metal rim of a back wheel. Sooner, whose thick red coat made him seek shade when the sun was high, found a cool spot under the wagon.


“Don’t I just wish I was goin’ with you boys!” Lucas exclaimed with a mournful sigh. His curly hair, the color of midnight like Papa’s and Rosa Lee’s, flopped across his brow.


Tyler stepped forward and looped an arm around his brother’s thin shoulder. He regretted to think he’d been so lost in his own thoughts all morning that he hadn’t paid any mind to Lucas’s feelings.


“You got to get more schooling first,” he reminded his brother gently. “Isaac and me, well, another year or two we’d probably have left to go off somewhere, anyway. We’re just starting out a little early is all.”


“Well, you two are mighty lucky to be headin’ west on your own,” Lucas insisted. He sighed again, as if he’d always dreamed of doing exactly the same thing himself. Tyler was pretty sure the idea had never occurred to him until this morning. It probably came to his mind the minute Tyler told Mama he and Isaac didn’t plan to return to Sweet Creek after Elway sold the load of hemp.


“You just better believe that soon’s I’m older . . .” Lucas’s voice trailed off, filled with dreams and wishes. When his brother glanced up, Tyler found himself looking into a pair of eyes the color of day-old coffee. Both Lucas and Rosa Lee were lucky enough to come by Papa’s dark handsomeness.


Doggone it! He got his own short stature, sandy hair, and freckles from Uncle Matt, Mama’s brother. He was a steady and decent soul, and had been such a comfort to Mama after Papa went off to war, but for certain he wasn’t a man to stand out in a crowd. On the other hand, what did dashing looks have to do with the kind of heart a person had? The suspicion that they did gave Tyler a moment’s pause.


“Might be we’ll come back this way someday and we’ll take you with us next time,” Isaac offered kindly, stepping up to loop an arm around Lucas’s other shoulder.


Lucas brightened, and was about to say something when Tyler heard Rosa Lee cry happily, “Boys, boys! Elway and me found a hemp buyer!”


The man striding along at Elway’s side was short and fat, had a face as pale and round as a cabbage, and chewed on an unlit cigar.


“You got yourself a fine-looking family, Mr. Snepp,” the man remarked as they drew nearer, appraising Lucas and Tyler with a quick nod. “And I see you even got yourself a strong black boy to do heavy chores for you,” he added.


“Isaac’s a freed boy,” Tyler said quickly. “Lucas and me do chores right along with him. Light chores, heavy ones, and every kind in between.”


Elway steered the buyer around to the back of the wagon, causing Sooner to slink from his shady spot underneath and growl softly at the stranger’s heels.


“I do b’leeve you’ll find our hemp is first-rate quality, Mr. Pritchett,” Elway said. He lifted up a bundle for the buyer’s inspection. “It’s well cured and ought to make the best rope or canvas a man could ask for.”


Mr. Pritchett put on a stern business face and chewed harder on the cigar clamped between his yellow teeth. He narrowed his eyes, then tested a stalk by pinching it between a thumb and forefinger. “Um, mighta seen me some better,” he murmured slyly.


“No, sir, I don’t reckon you have,” Elway declared. Tyler looked at his stepfather with grudging respect. Elway might look like a timid soul, as common as an old shoe, but he sure didn’t have any trouble speaking up for himself.


How about the day that Elway drew his Winchester down on those two robbers who tried to clean out the cabin at Sweet Creek? Why, the scalawags even had a rope on Patches and intended to make off with him, too. That afternoon Elway acted like he was six feet tall in his sock feet and as ruthless as a grizzly bear that was waked too early in the spring. He’d been every inch Black Jack Bohannon’s equal—maybe then some.


“Looka here, sir,” Elway pointed out, plucking the stalks from the buyer’s fat fingers. “Note how straight these are. Didn’t grow crookedy or bent from being planted too far apart. Hemp’s gotta be sowed close, you know, so each stalk races straight up to the sun.” The buyer listened attentively.


“No, sir, the boys and I took mighty good care how we seeded our crop and how we harvested it,” Elway went on. “I b’leeve I can get top price for this load, if you don’t mind me bragging a bit. So if you’re not interested, Mr. Pritchett, Rosa Lee and me will hunt us up another—”


Mr. Pritchett rolled his cigar stub from one side of his mouth to the other as if it helped him think better. “All right, all right! Since you aim to be so hard-nosed, Mr. Snepp, I’ll give you top dollar. On one condition.” The buyer studied Elway shrewdly with a pair of eyes as small and dark as raisins.


“Name it,” Elway answered, his own glance narrowed.


“On condition you give me first chance at your next crop. What say you?”


“Suits me to a fare-thee-well,” Elway declared. “Let’s go yonder to get these bundles weighed, then we’ll call it a deal.” After calculating the price according to how many pounds were in the wagon, Mr. Pritchett retrieved a role of bills from an inner pocket of his coat and counted a sum into Elway’s hand.


When the last bundle had been loaded onto a steamer bound downriver to St. Louis and Mr. Pritchett had departed, Elway heaved a satisfied sigh. “I was mighty pleased not to have to haggle overly much with that chap,” he admitted. He checked his watch against the sky again.


“I see we got time to have a bite of supper at the inn up the street, chil-run. Then Lucas and Rosa Lee and I will be on our way home. You and Isaac come along, Tyler, on account of this might be the last civilized meal you boys get for a long while.”


Tyler’s mouth watered at the prospect of eating at an inn—the famous Oaklee Inn, no less. Never in his life had he been inside such a place. Rosa Lee got so excited, she danced a jig right there on the dock. But when they got to the inn it became clear they wouldn’t enjoy a farewell meal together after all.


“We don’t serve darkies here,” the manager announced, without glancing directly at Isaac. How could he see Isaac if he didn’t look at him? Tyler wondered.


“Isaac ain’t no common darky,” Tyler blurted. His cheeks suddenly felt as hot as stove lids. “He’s a freed boy, sir. He’s been emancipated and don’t have to answer to nobody.” The words weren’t out of his mouth before he felt Isaac pick at his sleeve.


“Don’t go makin’ a fuss, Ty,” he whispered. “It don’t matter no-never-mind, honest it don’t. I’ll wait outside with Sooner. You just go eat with your kinfolk. Ain’t no need to worry a lick about—”


“Free, not free, it don’t make a jot or tittle of difference to me,” the man broke in crisply. “We just plain don’t serve colored folks at this establishment.” He peered down his nose (it was a long nose, the color of a carrot), as if Elway should have known better than to try to gain admittance to the dining room of the Oaklee House with the likes of Isaac in tow.


“However, your servant can wait for you outside,” the man conceded with a sniff. “There’s a store down the way where you can get him some simple vittles, if that’s your pleasure.”


Tyler grabbed Isaac’s arm and stepped aside. “You three go on ahead,” he told Elway. “Isaac and me, we’ll manage on our own.”


Elway looked as disappointed as a hound after a poor hunt. “Hold on a minute, son,” he said, and dug in his pocket.


“I’d planned to do this differently, but you worked mighty hard on that hemp crop, and I can’t let you go off without paying you what you got coming.” He laid several bills in Tyler’s palm as, only a half hour earlier, Mr. Pritchett had put them in his own. “I hoped we could all say our farewells after a good meal and some apple pie, but—”


With their final parting only moments away, Rosa Lee began to cry. “We might not see you for a long time, Ty,” she mumbled through her sniffles. “You better change your mind and come home with us.”


“Or take me with you!” Lucas croaked.


Tyler gathered his brother and sister in his arms, which wasn’t easy considering that Lucas was nearly as tall as he was himself. Rosa Lee’s hair smelled clean as he kissed the top of her head, and Lucas’s bones against his own were sharp and familiar from years of sharing a corn-husk pallet in the sleeping loft back home. Then he held out a hand to his stepfather.


“It was m-m-mighty fair of y-y-you to pay me, Elway,” he stammered. It was hard not to feel nervous, knowing how he’d once loathed the man. He’d even prayed Elway would have an accident before the wedding—break an arm or a leg—so Mama would have time to come to her senses.


“I’ll write from out there, wherever me and Isaac end up. Meantime, you t-t-take good care of Mama and these t-t-two here, and . . . and . . . say good-bye to Oat for me!”


Oat Snepp, Elway’s oldest boy, had always been a mealymouthed pain in the neck, but it seemed polite to mention him in a farewell such as this.


Before moisture had a chance to collect in his eyes again, Tyler strode out of the Oaklee House. He gathered up the Winchester from under the seat of Elway’s wagon where he’d put it for safekeeping. He hoisted up the bundle Mama had made for him, containing a wool blanket, extra socks, mittens, and a warm coat for cold weather. She had fixed one for Isaac, too, and with a nod, Tyler directed Isaac to grab it. Together, they headed back toward the wharf, Sooner hot on their heels.


“Let’s see if we can find us a boat that’s going up the Missouri,” he informed Isaac matter-of-factly, blinking fast to dry the wetness that insisted on gathering in his eyes.


“Well now, I surely wouldn’t mind if we got us something to eat first,” Isaac groaned. “Maybe we oughta look for that place the man at the inn talked about, where simple vittles could be got. That lunch your Mama fixed—fried chicken and biscuits and all—was mighty good, but it’s plumb wore off me.”


“We will, we will,” Tyler promised, “but first things first, Isaac. We don’t have a horse or a wagon, and for sure we can’t swim upstream to the territories. Which means getting passage on a boat is our best bet. Evening’s coming on, and I don’t want to let such arrangements hang fire till morning.”


His voice rang confidently in his ears. He sounded like he knew what he was doing. The fact that maybe he did made Tyler walk a little taller. Because there was no turning back now. Ready or not, he and Isaac had crossed their last bridge in Missouri this morning at Sweet Creek. For good or ill, they were on their own.





CHAPTER THREE



“Looka there, Ty,” Isaac said, pointing. “Ain’t that one yonder prettier’n a peeled onion? Clean as a whistle, too, like somebody painted ’er only this morning!”


Tyler turned. Although it wasn’t the largest ship at the dock, it was handsome indeed—a stern-wheeler nearly one hundred fifty feet long. It rode high in the water, and the name on its bow, Undaunted, summed up the kind of courage Tyler hoped would soon be his own.


A movement behind the window of the pilot house drew Tyler’s glance upward. The man who came out to stand at the rail affirmed the ship’s name. He looked like someone who wouldn’t be daunted by the devil himself.


Tyler cupped his hands around his mouth and called up. “May we come aboard, sir?” The man stared down from beneath the visor of his captain’s gold-braided hat. Tyler detected a faint sneer on his face.


“You may,” he called back, his voice frosty. “Be quick, though, for I’ve got a lot of work to do before we depart at sunrise.”


“Best I stay behind,” Isaac whispered. Tyler knew the disdainful words of the manager of the Oaklee House were still fresh in Isaac’s mind. He probably figured the captain of a ship as fine as this one wouldn’t have time for darkies, either.


“Nope,” Tyler declared. He didn’t need to consider the matter twice. “You and me are traveling together, Isaac. Anyone who takes on one of us is goin’ to have to take on both of us.” He glanced down at Sooner. “Not to mention Sooner. We’d better make it clear right from the get-go that there’s three of us.”


Tyler and Isaac made their way up the loading ramp, Sooner following behind. The captain stepped forward and stood with arms folded across the gold buttons on his blue jacket. Up close, the scowly frown on the man’s face made Tyler wonder whether he and Isaac—even if they got the chance—should sign on with the ship after all.


“It’s about time you showed up,” the captain snapped. “I assume you boys have a message for me from the Acme Dry Goods Company. Well, let me tell you straight out: If their merchandise isn’t delivered and properly stowed by midnight, I’ll be obliged to head upriver without it.”
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