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The Rising Storm

 


Each year more and more
people are making their way west, encroaching the land known as the
Wilderness. Pioneer and mountain man Nate King values his privacy –
it’s one of the main reasons he recently moved with his family to
an even more isolated part of the vast Rocky Mountains.

Nate’s good friends Simon
and Felicity Ward have also felt the call of the wilderness;
listening to the words of Nate King – a man highly regarded as Jim
Bridger and Kit Carson and deeply love the valley where they’ve
built their homestead.

Now a ruthless Easterner
has laid claim to hundreds of square miles as his private hunting
preserve, including the Wards’ land. When Stalking Coyote—Zach
King—hears of this his father’s words ring out in his head:
a King never gives up, never says die, never lets
hardship stop us. Like his father, Zach is
a man of honor through and through, he won’t leave his friends to
fight alone—even if it costs him his life!

 


Pure of Heart

 


Nate King likes to think
he’s taught his family everything they need to know about living in
the wilds of the Rocky Mountains. And now they’re about to be put
to the test. What was supposed to be a fun trip up to the high
country quickly turns into a desperate struggle just to survive.
From rattlesnakes to a flash flood, Mother Nature has unleashed a
bitter arsenal. But the worst threat of all comes from mankind as
four vicious murderers stalk the forest, ready to finish off anyone
left alive.
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The Garden of Eden had its serpent.

Which is why it was fitting that Simon and
Felicity Ward named the valley where they had settled after the
first of all gardens. Situated amid emerald foothills that bordered
the towering Rocky Mountains, the valley was their notion of
paradise on earth.

Thanks to a year-round stream fed by runoff
from the snow that crowned the highest peaks, Simon and Felicity
had done a wondrous thing. They were the first homesteaders to have
a thriving farm. Seeds they brought from Boston were the key to
their success. Seeds for corn, wheat, barley, tomatoes, potatoes,
lettuce and more. The Wards planted those seeds and nurtured the
resultant seedlings and reaped a bountiful harvest.

All was not perfect,
though. The growing season was not as long as Simon liked. Spring
did not come until late, and fall came much too early, but
with careful planning the Wards had
accomplished what many claimed was impossible. They were wresting a
living from the wilds.

Their homestead was a model of efficiency.
Their farm was the talk of the territory. It was talked about at
Bent’s Fort, where trappers and mountain men and Indians and
settlers came to trade and obtain supplies and socialize.

The two strangers who stayed at the trading
post for a week heard about the Ward farm. Indeed, when the Wards
and their valley were first mentioned by the blacksmith in casual
conversation, the pair could not hear enough. They plied the
blacksmith and everyone else at Bent’s Fort with questions about
the Wards and their achievements, but they did so in such a way
that no one realized how intensely interested they were.

The strangers were from England. One was
named Severn, the other York. Severn did most of the asking. He was
tall and broad of shoulder, with a severe face and a long nose that
he looked down when he talked to people. He had an air about him
that some of the mountain men disliked, but since he was free with
his money and bought drinks for everyone he talked to—a lot of
drinks if they knew a lot about the Wards and their valley—his
arrogant manner was overlooked.

Severn claimed he and York
were looking for a site to homestead. After a week the pair left,
and no one gave them any thought. No one wondered why they often
huddled together and whispered and then became quiet if others
strayed near. No one thought much of the fact that for
homesteaders, they did not appear to know
the first thing about building a cabin or growing crops.

The only comment made was by the blacksmith,
who remarked the evening after the pair left that they had not been
very forthcoming about where they were from, or anything else, for
that matter.

Simon and Felicity Ward did not hear of the
pair’s interest in their valley on their next visit to Bent’s Fort.
They came once every three months, whether they needed anything or
not, principally because Felicity loved to mingle with any women
who happened to be there.

On those occasions, Simon would watch over
the apple of their eye, their four-and-a-half-year-old son, Peter.
The boy was a bubbling fount of childish curiosity who could never
sit or stand still for more than a minute. He was always exploring,
always venturing places he should not venture, which was why Simon
kept a tight rein on him. At Bent’s Fort it was safe enough, but
elsewhere, even their valley, it was not.

At last count there were
eight homesteads along the Front Range and twice that many dotted
the nearby prairie. The rest was raw wilderness. Raw,
untamed, savage wilderness. The land teemed with game, with elk and deer and
buffalo and mountain sheep, with squirrel and rabbit and grouse and
a variety of waterfowl and fish. And where you found game, you
found the meat eaters that preyed on them.

A host of carnivores
roamed the mountains and the plains. Huge grizzlies, able to crush
a man with a single swipe of a giant paw. Black bears, which
generally avoided humans but now and then decided
people were as edible as anything else. Mountain lion, wolves,
coyotes and foxes—all were plentiful. Wolverines were there, if
rare, and most folks were thankful for the rarity. Rattlesnakes
were abundant, some as thick as a man’s arm, with fearsome fangs
that dripped venom.

The beasts were but one peril. Violent men
were another. Renegade whites who came to the frontier to evade the
law and find new victims. Red men who resented the white influx and
counted coup on the invaders.

All perils Simon Ward had to keep in
mind.

Thus it was, ten days after he and his loved
ones returned to their valley from Bent’s Fort, that he stiffened
at the drum of hooves in the still of the evening as his family sat
at the supper table. He glanced meaningfully at his wife, then
dashed to the Hawken rifle he always kept propped near the front
door. He took his ammo pouch and powder horn from pegs on the walls
and angled them across his chest.

‘Douse the lamp,’ Simon
said, moving to the window. It had a glass pane, a luxury Felicity
insisted on having but which Simon could have done without. The
window was a weak spot. Anyone could break it, and get inside. But
he had never refused his wife anything, and when she asked for a
real window with real glass instead of a deer hide covering, he had
sent all the way to St. Louis for the pane.

Now, careful not to show himself, Simon
waited until their cabin was plunged in darkness, then peered out.
The sun had set and twilight shrouded the valley.

From the sound, Simon judged that there was
one rider. He relaxed a little. A war party would consist of a lot
more, and renegade whites tended to travel in packs.

Still, as his mentor and good friend, Nate
King, had taught him, it never paid to take anything for granted.
Simon placed his thumb on the Hawken’s trigger and listened as the
rider slowed from a trot to a walk and soon came to a halt right
outside.

Both horse and man were big. Uncommonly so.
An arm rose in salutation and a deep voice rumbled, ‘Hello, the
cabin! I come in peace!’

Simon hurriedly removed the bar from the
door and flung it open. ‘Nate!’ he happily declared as he stepped
out into the cool evening air. ‘This is unexpected. What brings you
here?’

The mountain man dismounted. Up close, he
was even bigger. He wore buckskins and moccasins, not homespun,
like Simon. A walking armory, in addition to a rifle, he was armed
with a brace of pistols, a tomahawk, and a bowie knife. His raven
hair and beard were neatly trimmed. Piercing green eyes settled on
Simon in warm regard, and a grin lit his rugged features. ‘It is
good to see you again, hoss. How is the family?’

‘Why don’t you come in and
see for yourself?’ Simon responded, clapping King on the shoulder.
‘We were just sitting down to eat and would be honored if you would
join us.’

‘Only if you have enough
to spare,’ Nate said. ‘I won’t put that pretty wife of yours to
extra bother.’

Felicity chose that moment
to step to the doorway, young Peter in her arms. ‘It’s no bother to
feed you,’ she said with a smile. She wore
a plain dress almost the same color as her sandy hair. ‘But as it
happens, I made plenty. This husband of mine has turned into a
bottomless pit. Give him a few years and he’ll have a
belly.’

Nate chuckled and ambled indoors. He had to
stoop to clear the lintel. ‘You know, just because you two are
short doesn’t mean you should have a doorway fit for midgets.’

Simon laughed. He was by no means short. At
five feet, ten inches, he was of average height, Felicity a few
inches shorter. But Nate was close to seven feet tall, as big a man
as Simon ever met. ‘What about your bay? Can I put it in the corral
for you?’

‘I won’t be staying the
night, I am afraid.’

Simon hid his disappointment. He and his
wife owed their lives to Nate, and Simon regarded him as he would a
brother. ‘We’ve missed you and your family since you moved. You
rode all the way here and can only stay a few minutes?’

‘An hour or so,’ Nate
said.

‘How is that lovely wife
of yours doing?’ Felicity asked while lighting the lamp. ‘And
everyone else?’

‘Everyone is fine,’ Nate
said. He pulled out a chair and sat. ‘Winona asked me to relay her
regards. Zach and Lou are getting along well.’ He was referring to
his son and daughter-in-law.

‘Is Louisa with child
yet?’ Felicity asked.

‘No,’ Nate answered. ‘But
the way they’re making cow eyes at each other, I wouldn’t be
surprised if it happens any month now.’

Simon grinned as he took
his usual seat at the head of the table.
‘That is young love for you. Our passion rules our
heads.’

‘Is that so?’ Felicity
asked, blushing.

Nate King folded his big arms over edge of
the table. ‘As for my daughter, Evelyn is being courted.’

‘No!’ Felicity exclaimed
in delight. ‘By whom? Anyone we know?’

‘I doubt it,’ Nate
said.

Simon had few dealings with the tribes in
the region. Once he had visited Winona King’s people, the
Shoshones, and been pleasantly delighted by their kindness and
courtesy. Each fall a small party of Utes came to his valley for a
share of the crops he harvested. It was a special arrangement Nate
had worked out. In exchange for part of the farm’s bounty, the Utes
agreed to let Simon and Felicity live there unmolested.

‘Is another marriage in
the offing?’ Felicity asked,

‘Not if Evelyn can help
it,’ Nate said. ‘She thinks she is too young, and Winona and I
agree. She’s doing what she can to discourage her suitors, but they
are persistent.’

‘I wish your family had
come with you,’ Felicity said. ‘I miss them so.’

‘We’ve missed you too, but
the new valley is beautiful,’ Nate said. ‘I’ve had my fill of
cities and towns. Civilization is a cage. Its laws, its rules, pen
people in. They have no control. I came to the frontier partly to
get away from all that.’ Nate paused. ‘But don’t get me started or
I will go on forever.’

‘How far is it from here?’
Peter asked.

‘About a ten-day ride,’
Nate revealed. ‘Less if you push. We
wanted to live like we did in the old days, when I first came here.
We wanted our privacy back.’

‘I don’t blame you there,’
Simon commented, which was not entirely true. Unlike Nate, he did
not mind people. He had not come West to get away from them. He
came for the land, which was there for the taking. He would not
mind at all if more homesteaders came. He would not mind if farms
sprang up the length and breadth of the land, and if the towns and
cities Nate so disliked sprouted along with the crops.

‘Nor do I,’ Felicity said.
‘It is terrible, the things your family has been through the past
couple of years. Those awful men who tried to kill you, and then to
have Evelyn kidnapped by that evil Borke woman.’

‘That wasn’t all,’ Nate
said bitterly. ‘Our old valley had become a stopping point for half
the folks heading West, and I was tired of it.’ He gestured at the
window. ‘It wasn’t like here, where you have all the peace and
quiet a man could want.’

‘We’re not close to the
Oregon Trail, like you were,’ Simon said. Bent’s Fort was only a
day and a half ride to the east, but few of the people who stopped
there were aware his valley existed.

‘You chose well,’ Nate
complimented him. ‘You are far enough south that the Blackfeet
don’t bother you, and far enough north that you do not need to
worry about the Comanches.’

The Blackfeet, as Simon had learned, were
the lords of the northern plains. Now and again Blackfoot war
parties penetrated into the mountains, into Shoshone and Crow
territory, and occasionally, albeit rarely, into the vast domain of
the Utes. Their counterparts to the south, the Comanches, were the
masters of the southern plains and much of Texas. Other tribes were
warlike, and feared, but it was safe to say none were as feared as
those two.

Felicity stopped Peter from picking up a
knife. ‘What is this new valley of yours like?’

‘It’s so remote, no white
man has ever set foot in it.’ Nate said. ‘Indians shun it because
they say it is bad medicine. But you never saw the like! There’s
more wildlife than you can shake a stick at and plenty of water
thanks to a lake fed by a glacier. We will have it all to
ourselves, us and the McNairs. It is as close to heaven on earth as
this earth ever comes. I love it there.’

‘We’re happy for you,’
Simon said. But he was not happy for himself and his wife. He was
not happy at all. It had been nice having the Kings close. In a
crisis, they had always been there to help.

As if Nate King could read Simon’s thoughts,
he said, ‘We’ll still come on the run if ever you need us. Just
because we are a little farther away does not mean we stop being
friends.’

‘That is good to know,’
Simon said. He did not consider a ten-day ride a ‘little’
farther.

The rest of the meal was devoted to small
talk. Afterward, Nate took his leave. He gave Felicity a hug, shook
Simon’s hand, and climbed on his bay. ‘Be safe, you two.’

His arm around his wife, Simon stood and
watched the mountain man vanish into the night. A deep unease
gripped him. ‘I do miss them. We’ve been very lucky so far.’

‘We can manage,’ Felicity
said. ‘We have so far, haven’t we?’

‘Yes, we have,’ Simon
agreed. He told himself that things would be fine, that he was
fretting for no reason.

Not a month later the serpent arrived.
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Felicity Ward was hanging clothes out to
dry. It was wash day. She had spent most of the morning at the
stream dipping and wringing. She had a large wooden tub but washing
the clothes in the stream was easier, and besides, she liked
washing outdoors when the weather permitted.

Peter was always with her. He was never out
of her sight unless he was with Simon. On this particular morning
her husband was off breaking new ground down the valley,
backbreaking labor even with the use of a horse-drawn plow.

Felicity was on her knees on a large flat
rock, bending to dip one of her bonnets into the cold water, when
Peter ran up to her and tugged on her sleeve, squealing in his
high-pitched voice, ‘Men come, Mommy! Men come!’

Instantly, Felicity
dropped the bonnet and stood. Strangers were not always friendly,
as she and Simon had discovered the hard way. She never went
anywhere without her .55-caliber smoothbore
pistol, wedged under a belt at her waist, and now she put her hand
on it as she turned in the direction her gleeful offspring was
pointing.

‘Oh, my,’ Felicity
said.

A regular caravan was winding into the east
end of their valley, riders and wagons in a long procession that
made Felicity think a wagon train had strayed from the Oregon
Trail.

Scooping up Peter, Felicity hurried to their
cabin. Her rifle was propped within quick reach. Cradling it, she
moved over near the chicken coop to better study the newcomers.
‘Stay behind me,’ she said to Peter.

‘How come?’ the boy wanted
to know. ‘Are they bad people?’

Felicity had sat him down one day and did
her best to explain to him that the world was filled with basically
two kinds of people, the good and the bad. The good were those like
the Kings, who never harmed a soul unless they were set upon. The
bad were those who hurt out of hate or anger or simply because they
liked to inflict pain and suffering, and might want to hurt him. ‘I
don’t know yet.’

‘Father,’ Peter
said.

‘He will be all right.’
Felicity would like to go warn Simon, but she did not dare leave
their cabin untended. There was no telling what the strangers might
do.

‘I see a lady.’

So did Felicity, on the
seat of the first wagon, her flaxen hair shimmering like straw.
That reassured her. Cutthroats seldom
traveled with women along. Still, she held her rifle ready to fire
it if need be. Not that it would help much if they were up to no
good; there were too many. She counted twenty riders, five wagons,
and something else.

The something else interested Felicity the
most. It was a carriage, a genuine by-God fancy carriage, the likes
of which only the rich could afford, pulled by a team of superb
white horses. The driver was attired in a red uniform. He wielded a
thin whip, cracking it over the heads of the white horses. The
whole outfit, riders and wagons, were moving briskly along as if
they were in a hurry to get somewhere.

‘Pretty horses,’ Peter
said. He was behind her left leg, peering past her
dress.

‘That they are,’ Felicity
agreed. All the horses were as superb as the whites. She was no
judge of horseflesh but she knew enough to recognize superior stock
when she saw it.

‘What they want?’ Peter
wondered.

‘What do they want?’ Felicity corrected.
‘We will find out shortly, I should think.’

The caravan was coming toward them. Six of
the riders, in pairs, were out in front. Each man was well armed.
They wore short-brimmed hats and riding outfits and black boots
that came almost to their knees. Lowering her rifle but still with
her thumb on the trigger, she took a few steps and smiled in
friendly greeting.

One of the lead riders, a square block of a
man with muttonchops, returned her smile and waved.

‘How do you do?’ Felicity
called out.

‘Never better, thank you,
mum,’ the man answered in a distinct accent she took to be British.
‘This would be the Ward farm?’

‘Yes,’ Felicity confirmed,
still having to holler. ‘Who might you be?’

The man did not reply. Another did, a tall
individual with a severe face and an aloof demeanor, as the party
came to a stop. They looked about them with interest. ‘My name is
Severn. This friendly fellow is Mr. Bromley.’

‘How do you do?’ Felicity
said.

‘A pleasure to make your
acquaintance, Mrs. Ward,’ the cheerful man said.

‘We are in the employ of
Lord Kilraven,’ Severn declared, much as someone might say they
were in the employ of God Almighty.

‘Oh my,’ Felicity said,
and glanced at the carriage with its glittery trappings. ‘You work
for royalty?’

‘His lordship is a baron,’
Severn said. ‘I oversee a lot of his day-to-day
affairs.’

‘Puff yourself up, why
don’t you?’ Bromley laughed.

Severn’s hard face grew harder. ‘His
lordship relies on me to attend to many matters.’

‘You make a fine spy, I
will say that for you,’ Bromley retorted. ‘Why did you ask this
lady if this was the Ward farm when you bloody well know it
is?’

‘Watch your tongue,’
Severn said harshly.

A man behind them coughed. He had drooping
jowls that lent him a perpetually sad expression. ‘Both of you had
better watch them or his lordship will hear about your little
spat.’

Severn seemed disposed to argue, but a yell
from the flaxen-haired woman on the first wagon threw a bucket of
water on his fiery temper.

‘What is this, then? Are
you going to sit there talking all day when Lord Kilraven has made
it clear he wants to pitch camp by four o’clock?’

‘We better push on,’
Severn said.

Bromley touched his hat brim to Felicity and
smiled. ‘Our apologies, mum. We do not mean to be unsociable, but
we must press on or there will be the very devil to pay.’

‘I hope my husband and I
will get to see all of you again,’ Felicity said in earnest. She
did not like the cold look Severn shot her or understand its
significance.

‘There is no doubt of
that, Mrs. Ward,’ Bromley said. ‘There is no doubt of that at
all.’

One by one the wagons and the carriage
rattled and creaked past. Felicity hoped for a glimpse of his
lordship, but the curtains were drawn against the heat and the
dust. She had to settle for a nod from the driver in red.

‘Are they good people,
Mother?’ Peter asked as the riders who brought up the rear went by.
The last man held the lead rope to a long string of pack
animals.

‘I am sure they are,’
Felicity said.

Simon Ward had been
toiling for hours now. Stripped to the waist, his rifle and pistols
on a stump bordering the field, he bent to the plow and shouted at
his plow horse, ‘On, Dancer, on!’ Simon had named him Dancer
because of the way he pranced when he was
excited, as when Simon treated him to a carrot or sugar. Dancer was
a Belgian draft horse, a breed noted for their huge muscles and
prodigious strength. A giant, Dancer measured sixty-five inches at
the shoulders and weighed in excess of seventeen hundred pounds.
And he was worth every ounce in the amount of work he did without
tiring.

It was pushing two in the afternoon, judging
by the position of the sun, when Simon happened to glance in the
direction of his cabin and bam. He was thinking of Felicity and
their son, of how much he loved them, of how in all the world, they
meant the most to him. He could not see the buildings; they were
too far off. But he did behold a sight that nearly startled the
wits out of him.

‘What in the world?’ he
blurted.

Simon stared in amazement as a wagon train
came winding up his valley. So many people. So many wagons, and
even a carriage that reminded him of some he had seen in Boston,
where he was born and raised. He was so amazed that he almost
forgot about his rifle and pistols. Almost. The lead riders were
two hundred yards away when Simon went to the stump, donned the
shirt Felicity had crafted for him with her own hands, and armed
himself with his rifle and pistols. Then he stood by Dancer and the
plow, and waited.

Of the four lead riders, only one seemed
hostile and did not smile when a man named Bromley introduced
them.

‘You are English, unless I
miss my guess,’ Simon said.

‘We are Brits,’ the
hostile one, Severn, said. ‘Any twit could tell that.’

Bromley shifted in his English-style saddle.
‘Enough, if you please. His lordship has not given permission for
you to vent your spleen quite yet.’ He smiled down at Simon. ‘I am
sorry. He tends to speak his mind without thinking.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Severn
said.

‘Where are you bound, if
you do not mind my asking?’ Simon was curious to learn. ‘West of
here is nothing but wilderness and more wilderness.’

Bromley pointed at a large flat-topped hill
at the west end of the valley. ‘We reckon to camp there for the
night.’

‘And tomorrow?’ Simon
asked.

‘Each day takes care of
itself, eh?’ Bromley said enigmatically. ‘I am sorry, but we really
must be going. We have tents to pitch and fires to
make.’

‘Nice meeting you,’ Simon
said.

Severn laughed.

They rode on, and after them lumbered the
wagons. A woman with yellow hair gave Simon a polite nod. Few of
the men so much as glanced at him. Then came the expensive
carriage. It was abreast of him when, on an impulse, Simon yelled,
‘Lord Kilraven! Do you have a moment?’

Apparently he did not because the carriage
went on by. The driver in red glanced at Simon and then at the side
of the carriage as if awaiting a command, and when none came, he
shrugged and flicked his long whip at the team of white horses.

Simon was disappointed. He
would have liked to meet a British lord. In Boston the British
Parliament and royalty were often mentioned in the newspaper. He
had been taught a little about the British system
of government in school, but he would be hanged
if he could remember much of it.

The last of the riders faded into the dust.
Simon took off his shirt and placed his weapons on the stump and
went back to work. There was plenty of daylight left and he had a
lot more ground to till.

As he worked, Simon wondered about the
gentleman in the carriage. He supposed the lord was doing what many
of the rich and powerful were doing those days, and had ventured
West for a few weeks of adventure and thrills. Nate King had
mentioned a senator who showed up at Bent’s Fort on a buffalo hunt,
and there had been a wealthy plantation owner from North or South
Carolina who came to the Rockies to hunt mountain sheep, of all
things.

To have more money than Midas, that was the
life, Simon reflected. He’d never had much money, himself. His job
as a clerk at a mercantile had barely paid enough for the
necessities, let alone luxuries. But he had scrimped and saved, and
combined with the bit of money Felicity had socked away, they had
sufficient funds to buy a wagon and come to the frontier. He could
never thank her enough for that. Without her, his dream would still
be just that.

His family had been
against the idea. Felicity’s, too, at first. They would be killed,
everyone warned. Hostiles were everywhere, and the land was overrun
with wild beasts. But as in most things in life, people
exaggerated. Yes, there were hostile tribes, but there were a lot
of friendly tribes, too, and so long as a man knew who was who and
shied away from territory roamed by the hostile variety, he did not
need to worry much about losing his hair. And yes, the wilds teemed
with beasts of all kinds, but the
predators mostly did their hunting at night. Mountain lions and
wolves tended to leave people alone, and black bears almost always
ran at the sight of a human being. That left grizzlies, the lords
of the mountains and plains. Simon had been fortunate in that he
had encountered only a few, and those few had no interest in
devouring him.

He was fortunate in another regard, as well.
Nate told him once that back in the early days grizzlies were
everywhere. A man could not turn around without bumping into one.
The trappers who followed the waterways deep into the mountains
after beaver plews were frequently attacked, and paid for their
temerity in invading the grizzly’s domain with maimed bodies and
crippled limbs. A lot of those grizzlies had been killed off.

Dancer’s lengthening shadow brought Simon
out of his reverie. The sun was dipping toward the western horizon.
Shielding his eyes with a hand, he saw that the wagons had reached
the flat-topped hill. Antlike figures were scurrying about, setting
up camp.

Only then did it occur to Simon that Lord
Kilraven had not asked his permission to cross his valley Unless,
Simon reflected, Kilraven had asked it of Felicity.

Felicity. Simon gazed to the east. Suddenly
he wanted to be home, to see her and hold her, and be with Peter.
He unhooked the plow and left it there. No one would bother it.
Indians had no use for plows, and the only white men within miles
were the lord’s party. They hardly had use for it, either.

Leading Dancer, Simon
started back. ‘You did good today, my
wonderful Samson,’ he said. ‘You are the best investment I ever
made.’ He meant it. Without Dancer’s tireless efforts, the farm
would not be half as big as it was. A lesser plow horse could not
have done nearly as much.

Now, gazing out across acre after acre of
tilled soil, the crops growing green in the rosy glow of the
setting sun, Simon swelled with pride. Long, hard hours had gone
into wresting a living from the unyielding earth. He had known from
the outset how hard it would be, far harder than making his living
as a clerk. But anything worthwhile, as his mother liked to say,
was worth extra effort.

Simon glanced over his shoulder and frowned.
He did not have it easy, like that lord. He would never have it
easy. But he would not trade his life for all the finery in Merry
Old England.

Simon was happy. He was content. All was
well with his world, and he prayed it would stay that way.
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Felicity was chopping green beans and
dropping them in a pot she had set on the stove to boil. Simon was
in a chair at the table, bouncing a giggling Peter on his knees.
Hoofbeats caused both of them to stop and perk their ears.

‘We have a visitor,’
Felicity stated the obvious.

‘Only one rider,’ Simon
said. He held Peter out and she quickly came and took him, freeing
Simon to arm himself with his rifle and open the door a few inches.
He was careful not to show himself.

‘Hallo, the cabin! I come
in peace.’

Simon opened the door wider. In the
gathering twilight he recognized Bromley, the friendly one. ‘What
can we do for you?’

‘On behalf of Lord
Kilraven, I am to invite you to supper at our encampment,’ Bromley
requested. ‘He apologizes for the lateness of the hour and the
tardy invitation, but it took longer than we anticipated to set
things in order.’

‘It is late,’ Simon said,
and glanced at Felicity. They rarely went abroad after dark. ‘What
do you say, dearest?’

Felicity had already taken the pot off the
stove. ‘Need you ask? Pass up a chance to meet a real lord?’

Bromley laughed. ‘His lordship is looking
forward to having words with you two, as well.’

Simon hitched up the buckboard. He had
bought it the year before, and relied on it almost as much as he
did Dancer. It was ideal for hauling everything from the rocks and
boulders he dug out of the ground, to harvested crops. He folded a
blanket and placed it on the seat for Felicity’s benefit, then
brought the buckboard from the barn to the cabin.

Felicity was ready to go. She had on her
best dress and her best bonnet, and was holding Peter. ‘Mr. Bromley
was just telling me about their voyage to America, and how they
spent the better part of the last two months in St. Louis.’

‘Why there?’ Simon asked
the Brit.

‘We were awaiting word in
regards to a certain enterprise his lordship has in mind,’ Bromley
said. He glanced toward the lights atop the distant hill. ‘I don’t
mean to hurry you, but Lord Kilraven will be waiting.’

Simon held Peter while Felicity climbed up;
then he handed Peter to her and swung onto the seat. Out of habit
they had brought their rifles. He leaned his against his leg and
worked the reins. ‘Get along there!’

Bromley brought his horse alongside. ‘Do you
like it out here, Mr. Ward?’ he asked.

‘I would not live anywhere
else,’ Simon answered.

‘Living all alone as you
do?’ Bromley said. He idly tugged at a muttonchop. ‘I don’t know as
I would. Not with a family. There is a lot of danger, is there not?
We have heard a lot of stories about the savages and the vicious
beasts.’

‘Anywhere you live has its
dangers,’ Simon countered. ‘You can be run over by a wagon in the
heart of any city. Or be knifed or shot.’

‘True,’ the Brit conceded.
‘But the odds of that are small. Out here, painted devils are
common, I hear, and animals are everywhere.’

‘We have lived here six
years now and are still alive.’

‘That long? I did not
realize.’ Bromley was quiet a bit, then, ‘Still, it would be better
for your family, I should think, if you were back in
civilization.’

Felicity cleared her throat. ‘Speaking on my
own behalf, I am perfectly content to live out the rest of my life
right where we are. I could not imagine a more glorious life.’

Bromley looked at her. ‘Glorious? Isn’t that
an exaggeration?’

‘Not at all,’ Felicity
said. ‘Oh, the work is hard. I don’t deny that. But by glorious I
mean having the freedom to live as we please, with no one telling
us what to do.’

‘You sound like Nate
King,’ Simon teased.

‘What about the culture
civilization has to offer?’ Bromley pressed them. ‘The theater.
Places to dine. Being able to buy whatever you need at the market.
Don’t you miss any of that?’

‘Not at all,’ Felicity
assured him.

Bromley sighed. ‘I am sorry to hear that. I
truly am.’

‘Why should you be sorry?’
Simon wondered.

‘Oh, no reason. Except
that it has to be rough on your wife and the lad, no matter what
she says.’

‘I do not make a habit of
lying,’ Felicity told him.

‘I am sure you do not. No
insult intended, Mrs. Ward,’ Bromley said. He clucked to his horse
and rode on ahead, following the rutted tracks left by the wagons,
which were plainly visible in the light of the full
moon.

‘A gorgeous night,’
Felicity said, admiring the celestial spectacle.

‘Yes, it is,’ Simon
agreed. But he was not looking at the stars. He was thinking of
what their escort had said.

Campfires blazed atop the hill. The kind of
campfires Nate King would call a white man’s fire. ‘You can usually
tell who has made a fire by how big or small it is,’ he imparted to
Simon years ago. ‘Indians make their fire small so it will not be
spotted by their enemies. White men make a big fire because they
are scared of the dark.’

Simon had chuckled and said, ‘Be serious.
Men our age do not live in fear of hobgoblins. We build big fires
because we like to see what we are doing, and for the heat they
give off.’

‘Tell that to the
Blackfoot who lifts your scalp.’

The climb up the hill took a while. The
slope was steep until near the top, where a fluke of geology had
resulted in a flat crown some four acres in extent. The wagons were
parked in a semi-circle, a barrier, such as it was, between the
lord’s party and whatever lurked in the inky wilds beyond. The
carriage was next to a large tent. Other tents had been erected a
stone’s throw away.

Simon was impressed to see that sentries had
been posted. One came out of the dark and watched the buckboard go
by.

‘You are very well
organized,’ Simon said to Bromley.

‘His lordship would not
have it any other way.’

A long table had been placed near the fire
closest to Lord Kilraven’s tent. Chairs had been set out, and
silverware and glasses arranged.

‘My goodness!’ Felicity
marveled as Simon brought the buckboard to a halt. ‘You had all
that in your wagons?’

‘And a lot more,’ Bromley
replied.

A man in an apron was busy cooking. A pert
brunette in what could only be a maid’s uniform was carrying a
pitcher of water to the table.

‘He even brought his
servants?’ Simon said as he helped his wife down.

‘His lordship would not
think of going anywhere without his personal staff,’ Bromley
revealed. ‘The same with her ladyship.’

‘Lord Kilraven brought his
wife?’ Simon was mildly taken aback. After all of Bromley’s talk
about the dangers of the frontier, it surprised him that the lord
had brought his lady.

‘His lordship never goes
anywhere without her. They are inseparable,’ Bromley informed them.
‘She has been with him to India and Africa, and to the islands of
the Caribbean.’

‘I envy her,’ Felicity
said. ‘I have always yearned to see more of the world.’

‘Perhaps you will have
that chance.’

‘I doubt it,’ Felicity
said. ‘I cannot afford to be away from home for more than a week or
two at a time. The work would pile up to where I would be swamped
when I got back.’

‘You never know,’ Bromley
said cryptically.

At that juncture Severn appeared. ‘About
time,’ he griped. ‘His lordship is growing impatient.’

‘We came straight away,’
Bromley said.

‘By way of Canada, no
doubt. His lordship said he will talk with you later.’ Severn
beckoned to the Wards. ‘This way, if you please. As soon as you are
seated, Lord Kilraven will join you.’

Simon felt he should say something in
Bromley’s defense. ‘We came as fast as the buckboard permitted.’
Without goading the team into a gallop, which he was not about to
do with his wife and son along.

‘I am sure, sir,’ Severn
said, with a tone and an air that indicated he did not really
care.

Simon would not let it rest. ‘Tell me,’ he
said, looping an arm around Felicity’s waist. ‘Do you dislike all
Americans or just us?’

Severn looked back at
them, his countenance sculpted from ice. ‘I have nothing against
any of you provincials, sir, other than you are provincials.’

‘Provincials?’ Felicity
said.

When Severn did not respond, Bromley said,
‘It is a term some of us apply to anyone from the colonies. It
suggests they lack a certain refinement or polish.’

‘I implied no such thing,’
Severn quickly said. ‘I would never presume to insult his
lordship’s guests.’

‘You better not,’ Simon
said. He had decided he disliked the man, intensely. ‘Or we will
take our leave and you can tell Lord Kilraven we left because of
your bad manners.’

Severn colored from collar to hair line. ‘I
am sorry if you took offense, sir. Again, no slur was
intended.’

‘We will overlook it, this
time,’ Felicity intervened. She was worried her husband would
become mad and want to leave, depriving her of the one and only
chance in her lifetime to rub elbows with English aristocracy. ‘But
I am puzzled. Why does he call us the colonies? The United States
broke away from Britain seventy-five years ago.’

‘Some of us still regard
your country as the colonies, Mrs. Ward,’ Severn said with studied
politeness. ‘We have always thought your revolution was
misguided.’

‘My grandfather fought in
that revolution,’ Simon brought up. ‘He always told me it had to be
done, that King George overstepped himself. I would not call
opposing tyranny misguided.’

Severn made as if to reply, but Bromley
hastily said, ‘I doubt his lordship would be pleased by this
discussion. Save the politics for another time.’

‘Very well,’ Severn said.
‘His lordship’s interests always come before our own.’

Simon wondered what the man meant by that.
He was not given much chance to ponder, as a second later the flap
to the large tent parted and out emerged a lovely young woman who
had to be all of sixteen years old. Her luxurious black hair was
done in lustrous curls, and she wore an exquisite dress that flared
wide from her slender waist down. It swished as she walked. ‘Did I
hear someone mention politics? I hope not, because I would be hard
pressed to think of anything that bores me more.’

Bromley dipped in a slight bow, saying, ‘Mr.
and Mrs. Ward, permit me to introduce Lord Kilraven’s niece, Cadena
Taylor. Her father is Lady Saxona’s brother.’

‘Lady Saxona is Lord
Kilraven’s wife?’ Felicity asked.

Cadena put her hands on
her hips. ‘Haven’t you told them anything?’ she demanded of Bromley
and Severn.

‘Only what we were told to
say,’ Severn replied. ‘No more.’

Scowling, Cadena came over to the Wards.
‘Please forgive their lack of courtesy. Menials can be that way,
you know.’ She smiled at Felicity. ‘Yes, Saxona is Lord Kilraven’s
wife, and my aunt. She was gracious enough to permit me to come
along.’

‘Have you enjoyed your
time in our country?’ Felicity asked. She could not get over how
magnificent the girl’s dress was, and how beautifully her hair had
been done. Suddenly Felicity was acutely conscious of her drab
homespun, and how her hair must look in comparison.

‘Oh, yes, it has been
quite marvelous,’ Cadena said. ‘The way Americans dress, the way
they talk, you are all so natural and uninhibited.’

‘More of that
provincialism,’ Simon remarked.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Mr. Severn mentioned that
many of your countrymen regard us as provincials,’ Simon
elaborated.

‘Mr. Severn should be
whipped,’ Cadena said. ‘I prefer to think of your country as
possessing a certain charm and vitality.’

From the front of the big tent came an
imperious, ‘Is that so, my dear?’ The voice brought to Simon’s mind
the image of fingernails on a chalkboard. He turned, along with the
rest.

Her posture and bearing positively regal, a
wisp of a woman with an extremely pale complexion flowed toward
them. Her stick frame was arrayed in the finest dress money could
obtain, her gray-brown hair was the height of European coiffure,
her shoes gleamed with polish. She held her right hand limply in
front of her, as if groping for invisible support.

‘Lady Saxona!’ Severn
blurted.

‘You were expecting the
Queen, perhaps?’ Saxona bitingly retorted, and wriggled her limp
fingers. ‘Off you go. You, too, Mr. Bromley. Cadena and I will
attend to our visitors.’

‘As you wish, my lady,’
Severn said, bowing.

Saxona waited until the two men were out of
earshot, then remarked, ‘I do so loathe the servile slug, but what
is a person to do? The quality of help these days leaves a lot to
be desired.’

‘I have never had that
problem,’ Felicity joked, and when the other woman looked at her in
apparent confusion, she said, ‘I could never afford a maid, let
alone manservants.’

‘Ah,’ Saxona said. ‘I have
only two maids with me, and they are nowhere near enough.’ She
indicated the flaxen-haired woman in uniform at the table. ‘That is
Fayre. She has been with me the longest,
and is quite good at anticipating my needs. But the other one,
Wenda—’ She stopped and shook her head.

‘Now, now, auntie,’ Cadena
said. ‘Please don’t start in on the hired help. Our guests will
think us perfect bores.’

‘We would not want that,
would we?’ Saxona asked, and laughed merrily, much more merrily
than the comment warranted. ‘Now suppose we take our seats? My
husband will join us directly.’

Simon held out a chair for Felicity and she
sat, Peter in her arms. He dropped into the one next to hers. ‘Is
Lord Kilraven here to hunt game?’ he inquired of Saxona as she
claimed the seat at the end of the table to his left.

‘Oh, no, Mr. Ward. My
husband has much loftier ambitions. He is here to find land. A
great lot of land.’


 


 


Four

 


As they made more small talk, a distinct
uneasiness gripped Simon Ward and would not relent. He could not
say why.

Then the tent flap parted and out came their
host.

Lord Kilraven was a
striking individual. Exceedingly tall, he very nearly rivaled Nate
King in height. But where the mountain man was a living wall of
muscle, Lord Kilraven was a walking cadaver. Hideously thin, to the
point where he appeared to literally be skin and bones, his
lordship was further distinguished by a mane of snow white hair. He
was not fussy about brushing or combing it, and tufts stuck out
here and there, lending him an unkempt aspect that belied his
cultured status. His clothes, as with those of his wife and niece,
were the absolute best of the current vogue in fashion. Where on
other men his clothes would add to their appeal, on Lord Kilraven
the fine knee-length coat and white shirt and striped pants seemed oddly out of place, as if a walking
corpse had been decked out for burial.

Kilraven’s face did not help matters. His
lordship had a high forehead, bushy white eyebrows that were
perpetually arched, high cheekbones, a thin slit of a mouth, and,
most prominent of all, a hooked nose that reminded one of the beak
of a bird of prey. His eyes were a piercing gray.

A tight smile lifting the corners of his
lips, the British peer advanced with a bony hand outstretched. ‘Mr.
and Mrs
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