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Chapter One

 


Rachel Kerney leaned on the hoe handle and
rubbed her aching lower back. Using her apron, she mopped
perspiration from her forehead and gazed enviously at Ralph's bare
back. His fringed buckskin jacket, long since cast aside, lay on a
stump with his blue cotton shirt. The muscles in his back flexed as
he hacked at the ground with a pick. If only they had an ox, or
even the horse that had disappeared a week ago. Ralph had blamed
her for leaving the gate unlatched, insisting that she had been too
frightened to latch it properly. She couldn't honestly deny the
fear, but it hadn't stopped her from remaining long enough to make
sure the leather thong was snug around the post. Fear had been her
constant companion since they had moved to their homestead. The
cabin in the wilderness had been Ralph's dream since the Louisiana
Purchase. That had been almost twelve years ago, when he was only
thirteen years old, but the dream hadn't died. He had made it sound
so exciting, so romantic. At first, it was all of that, but the
sounds that came from the surrounding forest were anything but
romantic. In that shadowy tangle of brush lived bears, pumas,
wolves, and a host of biting insects and poisonous snakes. Their
nightly visits left tracks in the field, and haunted her dreams at
night. They waited for her in vain beyond the perimeter of
civilization that Ralph had cut for their homestead.

It wasn't the loss of the horse that had been
bothering Ralph, though. Ever since he had returned from Ft. Osage,
nearly a month ago, he had been harping at her about one thing or
another. Last night it had been about how their frontier home was
no place for a woman and a baby. What did he expect her to do about
it now? The baby was going to join them in a few weeks, whether he
wanted it or not. And why the sudden change of heart? At first he
had been happy about the baby.

Her steady gaze attracted his attention and
he swung around, thick dark brows hunching over brooding gray
eyes.

"We've got to get this crop of winter wheat
in before the rains start," he growled.

Rachel moaned. "I know, I know." Lifting the
hoe again, she hacked at a clod of dirt and was rewarded with a
twisting pain through her back. She dropped the hoe and grabbed at
her back, moaning again.

Ralph threw his pick to the ground and glared
at her.

"Never mind," he snapped. "Go back to the
cabin and start supper."

"You're so kind," she snarled back at him.
"You try hacking at this ground while you have a fifty pound sack
tied around your waist."

His eyes flashed with spark of humor that
sent no more than a wry twist to his lips.

"Fifty? It must be a mighty big baby...or a
litter."

She eyed his broad muscular chest. "Well, I'm
not as strong as you are, so fifty pounds for you would be like
twenty-five for me."

The humor left his eyes and he nodded.

"There's no need for flattery, I said you
could go back to the cabin."

She kicked the hoe handle and gave him a sour
look

"No you didn't. You told me to get back there
and fix your supper."

He swung around and retrieved the pick. "I
don't have time to argue with you. Get moving. I'll have to work
twice as hard if I'm going to get this part of the field done
today."

She headed for the cabin, pitching one last
caustic remark over her shoulder.

"Well, I guess that means I was doing my
share."

There was no need to look back. His angry
gaze was like a brooding storm that filled the air with
electricity. She smiled. At least she had the last word this
time.

Lately all they seemed to do was growl at
each other. Sure, they were both tired all the time, but it was
more than that with Ralph. He rarely smiled anymore. He was no
longer the sweet and loving man she had married. Now he was a slave
master who gave little compensation for her condition.

Again the pain coursed through her back. She
had probably twisted it somehow, and she'd play the devil sleeping
tonight. She paused and waited for the pain to ease before starting
out again. Gingerly she stepped over the clods of broken soil.
Ahead, the log cabin offered a few hours out of the late fall sun.
Lately the mornings had been crisp, but by mid-day it was
warm...too warm for working in the fields.

She glanced up at the sky. It was hazy today;
as if something cold lay in wait over the northern horizon. Two
years of living in the wilderness had been enough to teach them
about the unpredictable weather patterns along the Missouri River.
Still, something was different about the air today. Maybe a cold
front was moving in.

Movement on the cliff behind the house caught
her attention. A bear...or maybe a deer, it was hard to tell. She
squinted at the forest shadows and thought she saw antlers. They
could use the meat. She turned and called to Ralph. When he glanced
up, she pointed at the cliff and imitated antlers on her head by
using her hands.

Ralph's attention immediately shifted to the
cliff. He watched intently, his brows still furrowed. Was there
nothing that could make him happy right now? His expression became
pensive, and suddenly he stiffened.

"Get to the house - NOW!" He barked.

The urgency in his voice sent a chill up her
spine. As she whirled to obey his order, she had a brief image of
Ralph grabbing his shirt and jacket with one hand and the pick with
the other. Even without the pick, Ralph was a formidable looking
foe - nearly six foot-four and all hard-packed muscle.

She lifted her skirts and ran as fast as she
could. Something was wrong - very wrong. Behind her, Ralph's big
shoes crunched on brittle clumps of sod as he closed the distance
between them. Her heart raced faster than her feet, and time seemed
to stand still. Even the forest around them lay silent.

Reaching the cabin, she paused at the door,
gasping for breath. Ralph covered the last three steps between them
in one bound and pushed her into the cabin.

"Close the shutters!" he barked again.

His tone was like the grasp of an ice-cold
hand on her throat, trapping the breath in her lungs. Ralph wasn’t
angry, he was afraid! She raced to one window and slammed the heavy
oak boards shut. Her back protested as she lifted the beam into its
metal cradles, but there was no time to rest. Fighting a wave of
nausea, she dashed to the next window. While Ralph loaded his
rifle, she secured the last shutter. Finally, she turned to him,
gasping a question for which she already had an answer.

"What is it?"

"Indians," he answered tersely. "There was
talk at Ft. Osage about Indian trouble northeast of here. The
British are stirring them up again." He finished loading the gun
and turned a stern gaze on her. "When they move in close, you go
through the tunnel and wait in the cave. Don't come back down
here...no matter what happens."

She stared at him, panic lurking in the
fringes of her mind. Leave him behind? "But I can't leave you
alone," she pleaded. You need help. Two people could..."

"Do as I say, Rachel," he interrupted in a
sharp tone. "I can fight better if I know you're safe."

Everything was happening too fast to absorb.
She swallowed around a lump that threatened to cut off her
breath.

"But what if you..." She hesitated, unwilling
to state her fears aloud. What if he was killed? What if she was
left alone in the wilderness? "Need help loading the guns?" she
concluded.

He met her gaze, and for a moment the old
Ralph was back. His eyes smoldered with emotion and his bronzed
features softened. He reached out and touched her hair.

"Go to the cave, Rachel. I'll try to hold
them off as long as I can, and then I'll join you there." His
expression hardened. "But if I don’t join you by morning, don't
hang around here. Fort Osage is about 25 miles to the southwest,
and you can make it in a day if you keep moving." His gaze dropped
to her stomach. "Maybe two, he corrected." He tore his tortured
gaze from her swollen stomach and determination made a straight
line of his lips. "Follow the creek south until you find a place to
cross. The creek eventually pours into the river, but where it
makes a turn to the east, leave it and head due west. You'll find
the road to the fort. The fort sits on a bluff overlooking the
river about 5 miles southwest of the creek. Mrs. Titterman will
take you in and help you with..." he turned to the gun-port and his
voice broke, "the baby," he concluded in that emotionless tone he'd
been using lately.

Of course. Why hadn't she realized before
now? He had been hounded by guilt for bringing her into this
situation; and fear; not only for her, but for the baby as well.
And yet, Ralph would never let those emotions show. Instead, he had
masked his weakness with a facade of anger. Tears blurred her
vision.

"Ralph," she choked out, "we could go to the
cave together."

He nodded, his gaze leaving the gun-port only
long enough to rake her with stern reproach.

"If they break into the cabin, they'll find
the tunnel ... and the cave. I can keep them busy until you get to
the cave." He turned back to the gun port, his tone determined.
"They'll set fire to the house. I can keep them away from the cabin
until it gets too hot in here. Then I'll go into the tunnel. If the
cabin burns, they will assume our bodies burned inside. Otherwise,
they'll be looking for us."

Rachel stared at him. How could he remain
calm and composed while making such a statement? But then, what was
the alternative? Panic? She gulped down a sob. Nor would tears be
of any use. The only way to keep panic at bay was to keep her mind
and hands busy with something else.

She carried a bucket of water to the table
and placed a ball of clean cotton rags beside it. Then she lifted
the other long gun from over the door and began loading it with
shaking fingers. Painstakingly, she loaded the powder and ball into
the old Hawkins rifle as Ralph had shown her, and chased it with
the ramrod. Her fingers ran absently over the brass inlay on the
stock. Did they have enough gunpowder? As she leaned forward to
place the gun beside Ralph, another pain ripped through her back.
This time the pain was instantly followed by a squeezing cramp in
her abdomen. She supported her bulging stomach with both hands,
suppressing a moan. Ralph didn't need any more problems, and the
onset of labor wouldn't make any difference in their plans.

Ralph peered through the gun port and
stiffened. Shifting the rifle slightly, he squeezed the trigger.
The gun boomed with a deep hollow sound that reverberated off the
cabin walls.

"Here they come," he commented grimly as he
reached for the other rifle.

Outside, the war hoots and howls of the
savages mingled with the explosion of the second rifle. Rachel
stared at the smoking muzzle of the rifle, horrified. Ralph glanced
around and saw the rifle still empty on the floor. Without a word,
he grabbed it and began loading it. His calculated movements shook
her from the hypnosis of terror and she grabbed the other empty
rifle. Holding the hot barrel with her apron, she loaded the rifle
again.

Before long, the rotten smell of sulfur
filled the cabin, burning their lungs and bringing tears to their
eyes. Ralph remained focused, each shot carefully calculated, until
even he realized it was a losing battle.

"Get into the tunnel," he yelled through the
din without looking at her. A bullet smacked near the porthole and
he ducked involuntarily. Undaunted, he resumed firing.

Rachel reached for his gun. "Let me load your
gun again before I leave."

Ralph shook his head. "No. Go now."

She reached out and touched his shoulder.
"Ralph," she begged, her voice almost a whisper. "Please be
careful...and don't wait too long."

He turned to her, his expression tender. He
kissed her lips quickly. "Now go." His voice was stern again.
Another lead ball plowed into the thick logs beside the gun port,
and Ralph turned back to the battle.

The idea of leaving him alone in the house
was agonizing. Yet, staying would only distract him; maybe even
cause him to get injured. And now there was one more thing to
consider. The longer she waited in the cabin, the greater the risk
for their unborn child. She reluctantly crossed the floor and threw
back the rug, exposing the trap door. She gripped the rope handle
and lifted the heavy door, exposing a dark hole. There were no
stairs; the tunnel
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