
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


[image: tmp_cf7aa6831ab40ea381065c1ae5ac5215_Jtlkeh_html_6ea3244.jpg]


 


 


Frontier Fury

 


For frontiersman Nate King,
the Rockies are the last untamed wilderness, a place of beauty and
unparalleled danger, a place to respect and call home. He and his
family begin a trek through this harsh terrain with no wish but to
see their cabin at journey’s end. But a chance encounter with a
deranged settler leads Nate to the discovery that the man has big
plans for this wild land. Rejected by the army, William Proctor
plans to carve his own empire, creating a new Eden all his own.
He’s determined to succeed at any cost, even if it brings the wrap
of the Blackfoot Confederacy upon them all. Now it’s up to Nate to
stop a crazed colonel in his tracks before he takes down scores of
innocents—including Nate’s own wife and daughter—in a blaze of
maniacal glory.

 


The Tempest

 


The untamed wilderness of
the Rockies is a place of magnificent beauty … and unimaginable
dangers. Shakespeare McNair has seen many of these dangers over the
years, but even he has a hard time imagining the bizarre creature
that’s terrorizing him and his wife, Blue Water Woman. It walks on
two legs like a man, but has the strength of an animal. All
Shakespeare has seen of it is its hideous shape, but he knows it’s
out there in the night, stalking and waiting. When the beast
finally strikes, carrying off Blue Water Woman, Shakespeare vows to
turn the tables and track it to its lair … then show the creature
some danger of his own. He knows that defeating this monster may
not be humanly possible, but he’ll fight any living thing—be it
man, animal or devil—to rescue his beloved wife.
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One

 


Out of the heat haze to the west hiked four
weary figures. Their clothes were caked with the dust of endless
miles and they walked with a wooden stiffness born of sore muscles
and fatigue. Behind them was a baked plain. Before them emerald
foothills climbed toward majestic peaks.

In the lead strode a broad-shouldered man in
buckskins and moccasins. A shock of black hair crowned rugged
features distinguished by striking green eyes and a black beard. He
was a walking arsenal. In addition to the Hawken rifle he carried,
four flintlock pistols were tucked under his wide brown belt. On
his left hip was a tomahawk. On his right hung an eighteen-inch
double-edged knife with an ivory hilt. Across his wide chest were
slanted a possibles bag, an ammo pouch, and a powder horn.

Pausing, Nate King surveyed the foothills
and announced, “Well find water ahead.”

“Thank goodness, Pa,” said
the girl of ten who trudged beside him. “I’m so thirsty I could
drink a lake.” Attired in a—buckskin dress, Evelyn King had Nate’s
green eyes and her mother’s raven hair. “Or a river. I’m not
fussy.”

The woman behind them laughed lightly.
Winona King was a full-blooded Shoshone, a beauty who would turn
heads in any village or city on the continent. Her buckskin dress
was exactly like her daughter’s. It should have been, since she had
sewn them both herself. She, too, was armed with a rifle, and had a
brace of pistols under a thin belt. Slung across her left shoulder
was a possibles bag slightly smaller than her husband’s. “How much
longer do you think it will take us?” she asked in impeccable
English.

“In three days we’ll reach
the Green River country,” Nate said. “If we’re lucky, we’ll run
into some of your people and they’ll let us borrow a few horses. In
which case we’ll be home in less than a week. If not—” He shrugged.
“Another eleven to twelve days.” 

“My people?” Winona said.
“They are yours, too. Or have you forgotten you were adopted in our
tribe?” she teased.

“How could I forget,
dearest?” Nate rejoined. “It was one of the greatest honors ever
done me.”

The fourth member of their quartet snorted.
“You two are enough to gag a spinster. If I’d known I would have to
put up with you acting like lovesick sprouts, I’d never have tagged
along.”

“Who are you kidding,
Ezriah?” Nate said. “If it wasn’t for us, you wouldn’t be on your
way back to civilization.”

Ezriah Hampton muttered under his breath, a
habit when he was annoyed. His wizened face was seamed with
wrinkles, each a testament to the scores of years he had lived. His
right eye twitched in its socket as he regarded the Kings; his left
was stitched with scar tissue, the eyeball long since lost to an
Indian lance. He had white hair and a scraggily white beard,
neither of which had been combed or brushed in ages.

Hampton’s clothes were equally unique. Over
a loose-fitting purple shirt and buckskin pants he wore a red
velvet coat with a row of bright brass buttons that gleamed in the
sunlight. Over the coat a blue cloak was draped, the collar trimmed
with white lace. His footwear consisted of a pair of high heeled,
knee-high black boots. On his head rested a broad-brimmed
Spanish-style hat. He had a rifle, two pistols, and an ornate
curved sword attached to a belt inlaid with silver studs. A large,
finely tooled leather bag was over his right shoulder, his arm
wrapped around it as if the contents were valuable.

“Civilization!” Ezriah
repeated. “I can’t hardly wait! It’s been twenty years since those
bastards got their paws on me. Twenty damn years! I’d give anything
to be able to live them over again as a free man.”

Nate didn’t blame the old trapper for being
bitter. Hampton had been a captive of a tribe called the
Sa-gah-lee, who recently had taken Winona and Evelyn captive, too.
All three would still be in their clutches if Nate had not rescued
them.

“You’re lucky my pa came
to save us,” his daughter commented.

“That I was, sprout,”
Ezriah conceded. “But if I could, I’d go on back there with enough
black powder to blow the sons of bitches to kingdom
come.”

Winona gave Hampton a cross look. “I will
thank you not to use profanity in the presence of my daughter.”

“So you keep telling me,”
Ezriah said. “Are you afraid her ears will fall off? Or I’ll taint
her with my nasty language?” He tittered. “I can’t help it. Using
cuss words is as natural as breathing. It’s how I’ve always
talked.”

“Perhaps it is time for
you to change, then. A person is never too old to acquire good
manners.”

Mirth pealed from Ezriah in hearty guffaws.
“Only a female would come up with such a fool notion! Manners are
for polite society, for prissy sorts who need five spoons just to
eat soup.” He slapped his thigh in amusement. “You’re a living
revelation lady. I had no idea Indian women could be as silly as
white gals.”

“Tell me, Mr. Hampton.
Before you were taken captive, were you ever married?” Winona
inquired.

“No, I sure
wasn’t.”

“I am not
surprised.”

Nate chortled. His wife could more than hold
her own in a battle of wits, as the trapper had readily learned.
The two constantly squabbled, largely because Ezriah was as ornery
as the year was long and as feisty as a randy goat.

The foothills ahead were covered with pines.
Higher up firs and stands of shimmering aspens were prevalent.
Higher still towered the regal peaks. Nate’s gaze was drawn to a
notch on a sawtooth ridge, a possible pass over the range to the
country beyond.

“Say, Pa?” Evelyn said
casually.

“Yes?” Nate absently
replied as he pondered the easiest route to reach the ridge. It
would take the better part of the day, at least.

“Are there any white folks
living hereabouts?”

“Not that I know of,” Nate
said. Only a few whites called the Rockies home; the number of
settlers could be counted on two hands.

“Think there are any
mountaineers in these parts?”

Nate glanced down at her. “Mountaineers” was
the term mountain men used to describe themselves, and none lived
within a hundred miles or better. “I doubt it. Why all these
questions, princess?”

“I was just wondering what
all these shod tracks are doing here, is all.”

Only then did Nate realize the ground
underfoot was pock-marked with hoof-prints made by horses fitted
with horseshoes. He had been so intent on the mountains he hadn’t
noticed. Dumbfounded, he sank onto a knee and ran a hand over the
impressions.

Evelyn hunkered next to him. “What do you
make of them?”

“They’re several days
old,” Nate calculated. “Three riders, heading east as we are. Where
they came from is anyone’s guess.”

“Trappers, you think?”
Ezriah asked hopefully.

“It’s not likely,” Nate
answered, not since the beaver trade had pretty much petered out in
recent years thanks to a change in fashion back East. Beaver was
out, silk was in, and most trappers had taken the hint and moved on
to greener financial pastures.

“Soldiers, maybe,” Winona
said.

Again Nate was skeptical. The closest
military post was Fort Leavenworth, far, far off on the Missouri
River. Bent’s Fort was nearer, although not by much, nestled within
spitting distance of the front range of the Rockies. But Bent’s
Fort, its name notwithstanding, was a trading post, not a
garrison.

Ezriah was examining the tracks, too. “Well,
whoever it was, it sure as hell wasn’t Indians. Not unless they
stole the critters from careless whites.”

“That could be,” Nate
said. Some tribes had perfected horse stealing to a fine art. To
the Sioux, the Blackfeet, and others, it rated as high as counting
coup by striking an enemy with a coup stick. He rose. “It’s nothing
for us to worry about. Whoever they were, they’re long gone by
now.”

Soon they started climbing, ascending into
the foothills, into woodland alive with the chittering of squirrels
and the warbling of songbirds. Jays squawked at them from roosts in
trees. Chipmunks skittered over boulders and logs. Once several
does broke from the underbrush, stared a few moments, then trotted
off, their tails raised like black flags.

“Where’s that water you
promised?” Ezriah asked.

“There,” Nate said,
pointing at a band of cottonwoods that bordered the base of the
next hill. Experience had taught him deciduous trees were partial
to waterways, and this time was no exception. Within half an hour
they were seated in comforting shade. Winona and Evelyn had dipped
their bare feet in a cool, flowing water. Ezriah was a few yards
upstream on his hands and knees, gulping nonstop.

Nate settled for a few handfuls, then
perched on a stump to keep watch, the Hawken across his thighs. In
the wilderness a man couldn’t afford to let down his guard. Lapses
resulted in violent, sometimes fatal, consequences.

Evelyn, giggling, wriggled her toes. “When
we get home the first thing I want to do is take a bath.”

Winona’s eyebrows arched. “My ears must not
be working properly. Since when did you start liking baths? As I
recall, you did everything in your power to get out of taking them.
Even fibbing on occasion.”

“That was when I was
little,” Evelyn said earnestly. “I’m a big girl now.”

Ezriah stopped quenching his monumental
thirst to snicker. “Any bigger, gal, and you might be able to beat
a possum in a wrestling match.”

“Be nice,” Winona said
sternly.

“I was only joshing,”
Ezriah responded. “Land sakes, don’t Shoshones have a sense of
humor?”

“Of course we do. But I do
not like having my daughter constantly made fun of.”

Evelyn placed a small hand on her mother’s
arm. “It’s all right, Ma. I’m used to him by now. He doesn’t mean
anything by what he does. Pa says he can’t help it. Mr. Hampton
just talks before he thinks.”

The old trapper’s only eye narrowed on Nate.
“Is that a fact? Been jawing about me behind my back, huh?” To
Evelyn he said, “Any other tidbits your father shared with you,
youngster?”

“He says you act meaner
than you really are,” Evelyn naively disclosed. “Oh. And that you
have the most atrocious taste in clothes this side of the
divide.”

Nate grinned. She had quoted him word for
word but she left out a part. “I also said it wouldn’t hurt if you
treated yourself to a bath, too. As hot as it’s been, with all
those clothes you have on you’re rather ripe.” Nate was being
polite. The man stunk to high heaven.

“Like hell!” Ezriah
declared, and raised his left arm to sniff his armpit. “I like how
I smell. Besides, everyone knows baths are bad for the health. They
make a feller puny and sickly. I haven’t had one in nigh on
thirty-five years, and I don’t see any reason to break my
streak.”

Evelyn stared across the gurgling stream.
“Pa? Do you suppose the warriors who made the tracks down below
came this way looking for something?”

“How’s that?” Nate said.
He was watching a pair of red hawks soar along the ridge
above.

“Aren’t those more
footprints on the other side?”

Nate was to the opposite bank in four long
strides. A patch of mud had been churned by heavy hooves, a single
horse this time, the prints only a day old. The rider had let the
animal drink a spell, then ridden on up the mountain.

“What do you make of it,
husband?” Winona asked at his elbow.

The implications were troubling. “There must
be a village nearby,” Nate said. “And they could well be hostile.”
Shoshone country was to the east. To the northwest lived the
Flatheads and Nez Perce, both equally friendly. To the south were
the Utes, his bitter enemies until recently when a truce was
established. Nate was more concerned about running into the tribes
belonging to the Blackfoot Confederacy, or the Crows. The latter
had been peaceable enough until about a year ago when a rift
developed with the Shoshones.

“Perhaps we should lie low
and travel at night,” Winona suggested.

‘I’d rather not,” Nate
said. Traveling at night was safer but a lot slower. “If we keep
our eyes skinned we shouldn’t have any trouble.”

Winona patted her parfleche. “We are low on
jerky and pemmican.”

“We’ll get by,” Nate said.
They had been living off the land, conserving what was left of
their meager food supply. But with a village in the vicinity, it
would be unwise for him to shoot game. The sound of a shot could
carry for miles at that altitude and might draw unwanted attention.
“We should be in the clear in a day or two.”

“Let us hope
so.”

They returned to the other side and Nate
sank back down on the stump. Hampton was on his haunches, his right
hand buried in the large leather bag. A metallic tinkling sparked
Nate to say, “Fingering your newfound wealth again?”

Ezriah pulled his hand out. In it were eight
or nine gold coins. Spanish mint, part of a secret cache belonging
to the Sa-gah-lee. “Want to hold one? They’re so smooth and pretty.
Give me gold over a woman any day. Gold can’t sass a man or nag him
to death.”

In the act of dampening her face and neck,
Winona turned. “You are incorrigible, Mr. Hampton.”

“I am?” Ezriah blinked a
few times. “Is that good or bad?” Without waiting for her to
answer, he said to Nate, “How is it your woman speaks the white
tongue better than most whites I know? Sometimes I have no idea
what she’s talking about even when she’s talking my
language.”

“She’s a born linguist,”
Nate proudly complimented her. “She takes to new tongues like a
duck to water.”

“It helps that my husband
has shelves of books in our cabin,” Winona said.

“I envy you,” Ezriah said.
“Me, I never did cotton much to schooling. My father tried his best
to force me to learn, but after he wore out five or six switches on
my backside he gave up.”

“Learning is fun,” Evelyn
piped in. “If you want, when we get back, I’ll teach you how. At
your age you should learn quick.”

Nate suppressed a laugh at the grizzled
oldster’s comical expression.

“Girl, I don’t rightly
know whether I should be flattered or insulted. It’s kind of you to
offer, but it isn’t easy to teach an old dog new
tricks.”

“Really?” Evelyn said
sweetly. “I’ve never had an old dog, so I wouldn’t
know.”

Exasperated, Ezriah stood. “How much more
time are we going to waste flapping our gums? Let’s keep going
while there’s still plenty of daylight left.”

For the next couple of hours they climbed
steadily. Nate was on the lookout for more hoof-prints but saw
none. Along about two in the afternoon they stopped to collect
their breath on a grassy shelf that afforded a panoramic vista of
the surrounding countryside. Nate could see clear back across the
plain they had crossed.

Winona and Evelyn strolled to the north end
of the shelf. Yellow flowers grew in profusion and Evelyn was
bending to pluck one when she called out, “Pa! You should come have
a look-see!”

“Not again,” Nate said,
hurrying over.

The tracks were the oldest yet, a week to
ten days, prints made by four shod horses moving uphill in single
file toward the same notch they were bound for.

“These mountains sure have
gotten crowded since I was away,” Ezriah commented sarcastically.
“It’s getting worse than New York City.”

“No place is more crowded
than New York,” Nate said. The last he’d heard, the population was
a staggering two hundred thousand and growing by boatloads of
immigrants each year.

“It sure is a puzzlement,”
Ezriah said, squinting up at the towering peaks. “I reckon the
answer is on the other side of this range.”

Nate had the same hunch.

They pushed on, alert for signs. Presently
Nate thought he spied a couple of riders on an adjoining hill, but
they turned out to be a pair of elk grazing at the tree line. Later
he spotted white shapes moving high among the rocky crags. Mountain
sheep, a dozen or so, gamboling about at dizzying heights no other
creature could reach without wings.

Toward the end of the afternoon Nate came to
a talus slope. Avoiding the loose rocks and dirt, he angled to the
left. Hoof-prints revealed that the four riders had done the
same.

Above the talus was the notch, flanked by
low cliffs. From the convenient cover of dense firs Nate scoured
the immediate area. Only when he was certain it was safe did he
venture into the open.

Sparrows flitted overhead. Otherwise there
was no sign of life. The Hawken extended, Nate stepped to the gap.
More prints were evident, enough to convince him the notch was used
regularly by the mysterious riders. He entered the gap dappled by
shadow, with his back to the left-hand wall.

Winona imitated him, her rifle to her
shoulder. “We could use horses of our own,” she mentioned in a tone
that hinted it was more than an offhand statement.

“Do you want me to try and
steal some if they belong to hostiles?” Nate asked. This would be
no worse than what a war party would do to them.

“What is good enough for
the Sioux is good enough for us,” Winona impishly responded. “If
the men are white, perhaps they will have a spare mount or two to
sell us.”

Ezriah overheard her. “Where do you expect
to get the money to buy these nags, lady? It won’t be with my gold,
I’m telling you here and now. I’m not spending a cent until I reach
St. Louis. Then I’m going on a spree the likes of which would make
John Jacob Astor envious.”

As Nate was aware, Astor had made millions
in the fur trade and was reputed to be the richest man in
America.

“I’ll live in a mansion
and have servants wait on me hand and foot,” Ezriah said. “I’ll
wear tailor-made clothes that will put the duds I have on to shame.
And when I go places, it will be in the most expensive carriage
money can buy, one with satin seats and silver trim, pulled by four
white horses.

“You have it all thought
out,” Nate said.

“You bet your britches I
do,” Ezriah gloated. “I’ve got a lot of living to make up for.
Twenty years’ worth. So I’ll only eat the best of food, drink the
finest liquor, and spend my time in the company of the best-looking
women since Cleopatra.” A faint noise from the opening twenty feet
away brought Nate to a halt with his arm raised for quiet. A second
later a human form was silhouetted against the backdrop of sky. All
Nate had was the briefest of glimpses. Then Evelyn hollered, “Pa!
Look!” and the figure bolted.

“After him, King!” Ezriah
goaded. “If it’s an Indian, he’ll bring a whole passel down on our
heads!”

Nate needed no prodding. He raced out of the
notch onto a bluff overlooking a verdant valley but had no time to
admire the scenery. Thirty feet below a man clad in homespun
clothes was about to enter heavy pines.

“Wait!” Nate
hollered.

The man glanced up, his face marked by fear.
He had no rifle, no pistols, only a long knife on his left hip.

“We won’t hurt—” Nate
began, but the fellow dashed into the forest before he could
finish. Bounding in pursuit, Nate bawled, “Winona! Keep the others
with you!” And then he levered his long legs in a flurry, eager to
overtake the man.

Plunging into the undergrowth, Nate paused
to listen and was rewarded with the crackle of brush off to his
right. Veering in that direction, he caught sight of a patch of
checkered shirt. “Come back!” he shouted, but he might as well have
saved his breath.

Nate lost sight of his quarry until he burst
from the pines to find a massive deadfall ahead, a section of slope
where every last tree for hundreds of yards had been toppled, years
ago, by an earth slide or chinook. Trunks and branches lay in an
impenetrable tangled snarl.

The man in homespun was just disappearing
amid the maze.

Nate tried one last time. “We mean you no
harm!” Again no response was forthcoming, and he hurtled into the
tangle, resolved to catch the man no matter what. But it was one
thing to want to, and quite another to accomplish the deed with an
unending barrier of fallen trees blocking his every step. He
vaulted logs. He pushed through branch barriers that tore at his
buckskins and scratched at his eyes. He scaled trunks as high as
his chest and a few even higher.

Thirty yards in, Nate halted again to
listen. Either the man had learned from his previous mistake or he
was lying low.

A freshly broken limb gave Nate a clue.
Cat-footing forward, he found a heel print, then more broken limbs,
all leading him deeper, to a twisted mound of trees stacked the
height of his cabin. Reaching overhead, he gripped a limb and
pulled himself up.

There were plenty of nooks and recesses, and
Nate started to poke into each one. A yell to the north interrupted
his search. Winona, Evelyn, and Ezriah were at the edge of the
deadfall, Evelyn waving and hopping up and down.

“Pa! Pa! We saw him! He’s
to the right! The right!”

Nate pivoted. Simultaneously, a latticework
of limbs parted and out barreled the man in the checkered shirt. In
his right hand was the long knife. Uttering an inarticulate cry, he
leaped, shearing the blade at Nate’s chest. Instantly Nate swept up
the Hawken, deflecting it, and shifted to drive the heavy stock
into the man’s stomach. But as luck would have it, his foot lost
its purchase on a smooth trunk, and the next thing he knew, he was
falling.

Somewhere, someone screamed. Nate barely
heard. He slammed onto the wide bole with bone-jarring force and
the world exploded in a riot of bright dots and dancing colors.
Struggling to sit up, he shook his head to clear it.

The man was dropping toward him with the
knife upraised to cleave his skull in half.

Nate flipped to one side and the glittering
steel thudded into the log instead. Sweeping the Hawken up and
around, he clipped his attacker on the back of the legs and toppled
him onto his back.

“No!” the man wailed,
scrabbling to his hands and knees. “I won’t let you! Do you hear
me? Not in a million years!”

Nate had no idea what the lunatic was raving
about. He gained his feet first and arced the stock at the man’s
temple to end their clash. But the madman was quicker than he
anticipated and rolled out of harm’s way.

Reversing his grip, Nate trained the Hawken
on the man’s abdomen and thumbed back the hammer. At the metallic
click, the man froze halfway erect.

“Drop the knife or I’ll
blow out your wick,” Nate warned.

Glaring raw spite, the man reluctantly did
as he had been instructed. He was lean of build, with high
cheekbones and curly sandy hair. “Do your worst!” he snarled. “I
still won’t let you!”

“Let me what?” Nate said,
utterly mystified.

“As if you don’t
know!”

“How should I? I don’t
know you from Adam,” Nate stated flatly. “Calm down and tell me
what this is all about.”

The man’s brow creased in confusion. “Are
you trying to tell me that he didn’t send you?”

“Who are you talking
about?” Nate said, inadvertently raising his voice in irritation.
“My family and I are passing through on our way home. I saw
you—”

“Did you say
family?”

“Over yonder,” Nate said,
and pointed.

Tension drained out of the man like water
from a sieve. A lopsided grin curled his mouth and he said, “I’m
awfully sorry. There’s been a terrible misunderstanding.” He began
to unfurl, then gazed past Nate and his dark eyes widened in shock.
“No! Don’t kill him!”

Nate whirled, thinking another man had snuck
up on him from the rear. But it was a woman. A petite brunette in a
homespun dress who had an ax hoisted aloft, and as he rotated, she
swung it at his face.


 


Two

 


Winona King’s heart leaped into her throat
when she saw the white woman materialize out of nowhere and lift an
ax to slay her husband. She snapped her rifle to her shoulder and
fixed a hasty bead, but Nate sidestepped the descending ax head,
stepping into her sights, and she held her fire. She heard her
daughter squeal with joy when Nate grabbed the ax handle and
wrenched it from the woman’s grasp.

“They didn’t hurt him!
He’s all right!”

“Who are those folks?”
Ezriah Hampton wondered aloud.

“Whoever they are, they’re
sure not very friendly,” Evelyn said.

The man in the checkered shirt darted to the
woman and they clung to each other, the woman weeping, as Nate
ushered them out of the deadfall.

Winona trained her own rifle on the duo,
furious at the attempts on Nate’s life. Then, as the pair drew
nearer and she beheld the misery etching the woman’s face, her fury
dampened and was replaced by intense curiosity. Up close, Winona
saw that their clothes were smeared with grime and the woman’s
dress had been tom in spots. Both were haggard, with dark splotches
under their eyes from lack of sleep.

The woman was in such despair that she
tottered when the man let go of her for a moment, and he promptly
wrapped his arm around her again to support her.

“Have a seat,” Nate
directed, nodding at a log. “And keep your hands where I can see
them.”

Winona’s eyes caught his and she smiled,
conveying her relief and her love. She kept her rifle on the
strangers as Nate tossed the ax aside and planted himself in front
of them. The woman’s head was bowed and her shoulders were heaving
in heavy sobs.

“Now let’s find out what
this was all about,” Nate said. “Start with your names.”

The man looked up, anxiety oozing from every
pore. “I’m Jack Weaver. This is my wife, Molly.”

“I’m Nate King. The woman
ready to blow your brains out if you so much as twitch is Winona,
my wife. Evelyn, there, is our daughter. And the peacock with the
sword is Ezriah Hampton.”

“Peacock?” the trapper
said.

Nate ignored him. “Why did you run off like
you did, Weaver? Why did the two of you try to kill me?”

Jack Weaver gnawed on his lower lip, afraid
to reply.

“I’m waiting,” Nate said
harshly. He felt little sympathy, not after what they had done.
They were settlers, was his guess. Both were in their early
twenties and undoubtedly green behind the ears, but that was no
excuse for their monumental stupidity.

“If we tell you and—”
Weaver said, then caught himself. Clamping his lips shut, he shook
his head.

“And what?” Nate
prodded.

Molly raised her head. Her cheeks were damp
and she was shivering as if she was cold. “Can’t you let us be?
We’re sorry, mister, truly sorry. It was a mistake, is all. We
mistook you for an Indian.”

“An Indian with a beard?”
Nate said skeptically. In all his years in the wild he had only
ever met one, and that had been a warrior so hairy he resembled a
bear.

“It was your buckskins and
your dark hair and all,” Molly said. “We thought you were after our
scalps and we panicked.”

Her excuse didn’t quite wash, but for the
moment Nate let it pass. “What are the two of you doing here? Do
you have a homestead nearby?”

“We’re from the
settlement,” Jack Weaver said.

“Good God!” Ezriah
exclaimed. “I was right! It is getting worse than New York City!
Why, next thing there will be outhouses behind every
tree!”

“Pay him no mind,” Nate
told the couple. “He was dropped on his noggin when he was a baby
and hasn’t been right in the head ever since.”

Sputtering with indignation, Ezriah rasped,
“I was not! And I’ll have you know people have always respected me
for my pearls of wisdom.”

Nate stared out across the broad, lush
valley. He saw no evidence of habitation. But intervening trees
blocked his view of much of it. “Where’s this settlement of
yours?”

Jack jerked a thumb to the north. “You can’t
see it from here. It’s called New Eden.”

“Never heard of it,” Nate
said. To a degree, he shared Ezriah’s dismay. He had always dreaded
that one day pilgrims would swarm to the mountains like bees to
pollen, and settlements and towns would spring up everywhere. New
Eden might be the beginning of the end for the way of life he
enjoyed.

“Colonel Proctor started
it up about eighteen months ago,” Jack said. “He led a wagon train
here for that express purpose.”

“Proctor is an army
officer?”

“North Carolina militia.
He comes from a military family. His grandfather was a famous hero
of the Revolution.” A certain bitterness crept into the younger
man’s voice. “The colonel owned a prosperous plantation. He was
real rich and powerful. Two terms running he was a senator in the
state legislature.”

“He gave all that up to
start a settlement in the middle of nowhere?” Nate said in
disbelief.

“The colonel is a unique
man,” Jack said.

“Your colonel is a
jackass, pup,” Ezriah declared. “If I had me a plantation, I’d live
out my life in the lap of luxury. I sure as hell wouldn’t go
traipsing off into the wilds for the thrill of it.”

“Oh, Colonel Proctor had a
reason,” Jack said, but he didn’t say what it was.

Molly had stopped crying and was dabbing at
her eyes with her sleeve. “Will you please let us go now? Again,
we’re terribly sorry about the misunderstanding. But we need to be
on our way.”

“Back to the settlement?”
Nate said. “We’ll tag along with you.”

Both husband and wife blurted “No!” in
unison, and Molly leaped to her feet in consternation.

“No, no! We’re not going
back! Not ever. In fact, we were on our way out of the valley when
we bumped into you.”

Winona prided herself on being a fair judge
of human character, and it was obvious to her the pair were scared
to death. Why that should be, she couldn’t say. She also sensed
they were not being completely honest. “Where were you headed?” she
asked.

Jack and Molly visibly hesitated. Finally
Jack said, “We’re on our way back to the States. We’ve had enough
of frontier life.”

Nate did not appreciate being lied to.
“Without horses? Without supplies? With just the clothes on your
backs and a knife and an ax?”

“It was all we could get
our hands on,” Jack said.

“But if you intend to
return to the States,” Winona brought up, “why were you going west
instead of east?”

Jack nervously licked his lips. “There are
only two ways in and out of the valley. The notch just happened to
be closer.”

Their story became more preposterous by the
moment, Nate mused. “It’s good we came along when we did, then.
You’d never make it out of the mountains alive.” For that matter,
they probably needed help crossing a street so they wouldn’t be run
over by a carriage.

“You’re traveling east,
aren’t you?” Molly said, brightening. “You could take us with you!
We’ll go up through the notch and around to the south. There has to
be another way through this range.”

“There is,” Nate said,
“but cutting across this valley will take a lot less
time.”

“We’re in no rush.” Molly
clasped her hands to her bosom. “Please, Mr. King. We beseech you.
Help us reach Bent’s Fort. We’ll be fine on our own from
there.”

“I’d like to see the
colonel about buying some horses first.”

Again panic gripped them, and Jack said, “He
doesn’t have any to spare. If he did, we wouldn’t be traveling on
foot.”

“Let’s just go, now, while
we still can,” Molly urged. “Before it gets dark, I
mean.”

“My wife and I need to
talk this over. Stay right where you are,” Nate instructed them,
and backed off half a dozen yards.

Winona joined him. “What do you think?”

“Something isn’t quite
right,” Nate said.

Ezriah Hampton had tagged along, and he let
out with a loud snort. “Hell, anyone with half a brain can see
those two are lying through their teeth. If you ask me, they just
can’t take the strain of living in the wilderness. I’ve seen it
before.”

So had Nate. Settlers who tried to make a go
of it and failed. The daily struggle for survival, the constant
threat of Indian attacks or of being set upon by wild beasts, was
more than most could endure. “Maybe, but I suspect there’s more to
it than that.”

“Whatever their problem,”
Winona said, “the issue for us to decide is whether we will help
them. And I think we should. We have come this far without horses,
we can go the rest of the way without them.”

“Speak for yourself,
lady,” Ezriah grumbled. “My feet are worn to a frazzle.”

“It’s those high-heeled
boots you’re wearing,” Nate said. “You should have stuck with
moccasins.”

“But these boots have such
shiny buckles!”

Sighing, Nate walked to the Weavers. “All
right. We’ll forget about getting horses and help you reach Bent’s
Fort. But you’ll—” He got no further. To his amazement, Jack and
Molly threw themselves at him, hugging him close.

“Thank you, thank you,
thank you!” Molly said, sniffling. “You don’t realize how much this
means to us!”

“You’ve saved our lives!”
Jack exclaimed. “And after what we almost did to you! You’re a
saint, Mr. King! An angel sent to answer our prayers!”

Ezriah Hampton made a show of scrutinizing
Nate’s head. “I think his halo is on crooked.”

Keenly uncomfortable at being held so close
by two people who minutes ago had tried to murder him, Nate
shrugged free. “As I was about to say, we’ll help, but you’re to do
as I say at all times. Savvy?”

“That’s fine by us, yes,”
Jack said sincerely.

Molly was crying again but now her tears
were tears of joy. She gripped her husband’s arms. “We’ve done it!
Truly done it! In a couple of months well be back in Illinois, safe
and sound.”

“Illinois?” Nate said. “I
thought you were from North Carolina?”

“Oh, no,” Molly answered.
“The colonel and his people are. We joined up with them when he
stopped overnight in the town where we lived.”

“We met Proctor at a
restaurant,” Jack said. “He told us about his grand plan to start a
new settlement and we thought it sounded wonderful. So we sold our
house and piled our belongings into a wagon.”

“Not very bright of us,
was it?” Molly said.

“How were you to know what
life in the mountains would be like?” Winona responded. “You cannot
blame yourselves.”

Ezriah had to add his two bits. “They could
have asked around some first. It’s what I did before I headed west.
But then, I’m not as dumb as an ox.”

“There’s more to it than
that,” Jack said defensively.

“How so?” Winona asked.
She very much desired to learn what the twosome were about, but
before either could reply, the distinct thud of hooves sounded
lower down the slope.

The Weavers staggered as if dealt physical
blows. Both became as white as bed sheets, and Molly clutched Jack
in terror. “It’s them! They’ve found us!”

“Who found you?” Nate
said.

Shifting, Jack gripped the front of Nate’s
shirt. “We’ve got to run! Got to hide! Hurry, before it’s too
late!”

“Run from who?” Nate tried
again. He was tired of their antics. “I want to know what this is
all about and I want to know now.”

Molly was gazing fearfully down the hill.
“It’s no use! They’re almost here! We tried and we failed. Now all
we can do is pray for the best.”

Out of the pines trotted three riders, three
men in gray uniforms and caps. Each had a saber about his waist, as
well as a flintlock pistol in a covered holster. Each also had a
rifle in a saddle scabbard. The lead rider was a lanky,
clean-shaven, handsome man with short-cropped brown hair. Chevrons
on his sleeves identified him as a sergeant. With a wave of his
arm, he led the others upward at a gallop.

“If you have any mercy in
your soul,” Jack whispered to Nate and Winona, “you won’t tell them
how we met.”

Within seconds the soldiers reined up. The
sergeant broke into a broad smile and said good-naturedly, “Well,
what have we here? If it isn’t Mr. and Mrs. Weaver. And you’ve made
some new friends, I see.”

Nate and Winona leveled their rifles. Long
ago they had learned the hard way never to take anyone for granted,
never to trust a stranger until the stranger proved trustworthy.
Nate introduced them, adding, “I have a cabin near Long’s Peak.
We’ve had some troubles with hostiles and are on our way home.”

“Afoot? That must be
rough.” Dismounting, the man offered his hand. “Sergeant Michael
Braddock, late of the Fourth Regiment, North Carolina Militia, at
your service, sir.”

Warily, Nate shook. “We just met the
Weavers,” he mentioned. For a reason even he couldn’t fathom, he
did as Jack Weaver had requested and refrained from detailing the
exact circumstances.

Sergeant Braddock glanced at the pair. “If
you don’t mind my asking, what are the two of you doing down here?
Don’t you know how dangerous it can be? We’ve warned you time and
again that until the big parley, we have to be on our guard against
raids.”

“We just wanted to go for
a stroll,” Molly said. “It’s such a nice day and all, we lost track
of the time and how far we had gone.”

Jack nodded vigorously. “We were on our way
back when we spotted Mr. King and his family.”

The old trapper stepped forward. “What about
me? Don’t I count?” He thrust his hand at the noncom. “Ezriah
Hampton. I was in the militia once, in Virginia, about, oh, fifty
years ago, give or take a few.”

Sergeant Braddock appraised Ezriah from head
to toe. “That’s some outfit you’re wearing, sir. You remind me of a
French dandy I met once down to New Orleans. He favored a cloak and
coat just like yours.”

“He did?” Ezriah said,
puffing out his scrawny chest. “Well, those French fellers know how
to dress right.”

The sergeant turned to Evelyn and gave a
courtly bow. “And who is this dazzling young beauty with the
fetching green eyes?”

“Oh, my!” Evelyn said,
flustered.

Gallantly clasping the tips of her fingers,
Braddock lightly pecked them. “It is a rare treat to make the
acquaintance of a lovely lady like yourself.”

Winona had seldom seen her daughter blush
but Evelyn did so now; for the first time in her tender life she
was at a complete loss for words.

His brown eyes twinkling, Sergeant Braddock
straightened. To Nate he said, “I miss life in the South. Lovely
belles with their beguiling manners. Formal balls once a month.
Picnics every Sunday.”

“Why did you leave if you
love it so much?”

Braddock’s handsome visage clouded. “I owed
it to my commanding officer, Colonel Proctor, to help him form his
new militia.”

The offhand remark startled Nate. “He’s
forming a militia here? But this isn’t the States. It’s not even
part of any organized territory. This is Indian country. There’s no
government, no vested authority.” Which was exactly how Nate and
every other mountain man preferred it.

“Ah, well. Politics aren't
my strong suit, Mr. King. You would have to take that up with the
colonel. In fact, if you have no objections, we would be honored to
escort you to New Eden so you can meet him.”

Jack Weaver coughed. “They’re interested in
buying horses but we told them there aren’t any to spare.”

“They might as well be on
their way,” Molly said. Braddock seemed to be perplexed. “Speaking
for the colonel now, are you? He may be willing to part with a few
mounts, for all you know. We certainly have more than enough.
There’s no harm in asking, is there?”

“No, of course not,” Jack
said.

Ezriah was rubbing his stomach. “Any chance
we could get something to eat at this settlement of yours? I’m half
starved.”

“I’m sure the colonel will
invite you to partake of supper with him this evening,” Sergeant
Braddock said. “It’s meager fare by plantation standards, but the
cook does the best he can.”

“Cook? The colonel has a
cook?” Ezriah showed all his yellow teeth to Nate. “Did you hear
that, hoss? Food! Real honest-to-gosh food! How can we pass it up?
What do you say?”

Nate balked, and couldn’t say why he did.
The sergeant was friendly enough and the prospect of obtaining
mounts and a decent meal were appealing, but he couldn’t forget the
raw fear in Jack Weaver’s eyes when the man insisted they flee
before it was too late. Too late for what? he mused.

Evelyn snatched Winona’s hand. “Can we, Ma?
Please? We haven’t visited with people in a coon’s age!”

Long ago Winona had learned to master her
emotions, never to betray her feelings by her expression unless she
wanted to. So now, although she felt apprehensive about taking the
soldier up on his offer, she smiled and said, “I would not want to
impose on anyone, daughter.”

Sergeant Braddock pushed his cap back on his
head. “It wouldn’t be any imposition at all, ma’am. Colonel Proctor
loves to socialize. Back in North Carolina he had supper guests
practically every night. Afterward, they’d sit around sipping
liquor and talking to all hours of the night.”

“Sounds like a gent after
my own heart,” Ezriah declared. “It would be remiss of us if we
didn’t pay the man a visit.”

“Please, Ma,” Evelyn
said.

Winona wavered, and as she invariably did on
those rare occasions when she couldn’t make up her mind, she looked
to Nate for his opinion. She trusted his judgment implicitly.
Whatever he decided would be fine by her.

Evelyn looked at him, too. “Please, Pa? It
will be fun. And we can use the rest, can’t we?”

Nate disliked being put upon. But there was
no denying they had been through hell and back again, and a little
relaxation would do them a lot of good. “I suppose it wouldn’t
hurt,” he said begrudgingly. Out of the corner of his eye he saw
Molly Weaver bow her head.

“Then it’s settled,”
Sergeant Braddock said. Stepping to his bay, he forked leather.
“Private Yates and I will escort you in while Private Timmons rides
to New Eden to inform Colonel Proctor.” He gestured at the
stockiest of the militiamen, who wheeled his animal and galloped
off.

Evelyn was giddy with glee. “I can’t wait to
meet all the ladies! They can tell us how things are in the States!
What everyone is wearing and all!”

Winona experienced a twinge of resentment.
Her daughter had made no secret of the fact she intended to live in
the States one day, and it upset Winona more than a little to
realize Evelyn was more partial to the white way of life than the
Shoshone. “Yes, it will be nice,” she said.

“If you’ll be so kind as
to follow me,” Sergeant Braddock said, clucking his horse
forward.

The Weavers went next, arm in arm, both
downcast, acting more as if they were going to their doom instead
of returning to where they lived.

Ezriah swaggered in their wake like a
cavalier of old, one hand on the hilt of his sword.

Nate and Winona walked shoulder to shoulder,
Evelyn skipping along as merry as a lark in front of them. Nate
observed that Private Yates waited to go last but didn’t think much
of it. When soldiers escorted wagon trains they invariably rode
flank to protect the civilians.

Winona ensured that the soldier following
them wasn’t close enough to eavesdrop, and whispered, “I am a bit
uneasy.”

“You too?” Nate said.
“Maybe we’re making a mountain out of a molehill. The sergeant
seems friendly enough. And if they try anything, we still have our
guns.”

“Why is it we never heard
of this settlement? You would think it would be common
knowledge.”

Nate agreed. Important information traveled
fairly fast in the mountains, largely by word of mouth. Campfires
took the place of mail service; it was a nightly ritual to share
the latest tidings, gossip, and tall tales. A lone trader, making
the rounds of the friendly tribes, could relay all the latest news
in a couple of months. “Maybe we were gone when word got
around.”

“But we visited Bent’s
Fort two moons ago,” Winona said. “Surely someone there would have
mentioned it.”

“You would think so,
wouldn’t you?” Nate replied. “Perhaps this colonel wants to keep it
a secret,” Winona speculated. Although why he would want to was
beyond her. Then again, she had learned that whites sometimes did
things in defiance of all logic. She still couldn’t get over how
dependent they were on money, on coins and bills they themselves
made. Or how they revered gold as if it were the Great
Mystery.

Ezriah Hampton chose that moment to drop
back alongside them. “This will be great practice for me.”

“You need practice
eating?” Winona said with a grin.

“Very funny. No, I need
practice getting along with folks. Particularly the fairer gender.
I used to be a popular feller with the ladies but I’m not as spry
or as witty as I once was.”

As the subject of many of his caustic barbs,
Winona admitted to him that. “You have no cause to fret. Your mind
is as sharp as ever.”

“Why, ain’t you a daisy!”
Ezriah said, tickled. “If I were thirty years younger and you
weren’t hitched, I’d likely come courting.”

“Do you wash
dishes?”

“What’s that got to do
with anything? No, doing dishes is a woman’s job, same as doing
clothes and planting flowers and such.”

Winona feigned a frown. “Then we could never
be more than close friends. Nate often helps me wash up after a
meal. He helps clean and plant, too.”

“He’s that sissified? I’d
never have guessed, a big, strapping coon like him. It’s a crying
shame. In my day and age a man would rather walk barefoot across
burning coals than be caught doing housework.”

A retort was on the tip of Winona’s tongue.
But just then Sergeant Braddock called out her husband’s name and
pointed to the north.

“There she is, folks! New
Eden!”


 


Three

 


New Eden lived up to its name.

The verdant valley was approximately six
miles long and half as wide. High grass ideal for grazing covered
the valley floor, sprouting from rich soil ideal for tilling. The
adjacent slopes were heavily timbered, providing enough wood to
last generations. A gurgling stream flowed from west to east
mid-way along, and a picturesque covered bridge had been erected
across it. Beyond the bridge lay the actual settlement.

Nate King was impressed by the orderly
manner in which the homesteads had been laid out. Often, new
settlements were haphazard affairs, with homesteaders throwing up
cabins wherever they liked in a mad scramble for the choicest
plots. But the cabins constituting New Eden had all been built in
the center of their allotted sections, six on the left of the
rutted dirt road, six on the right.

The cabins were twice the size of Nate’s
own, sturdily constructed and complete with white picket fences and
outhouses. In front of several of the homes children were playing.
Each family, it turned out, also had a large dog. And all the dogs
made a habit out of barking at anyone who passed by.

Sergeant Braddock had fallen back to ride
beside Nate and Winona. “The dogs were the colonel’s idea,” he
commented. “To help guard against hostiles.”

“They’ll help some,” Nate
said. But as he had learned, watchdogs alone weren’t enough. All it
took was a single stealthy warrior with a bow to render dogs
useless.

The largest dwelling was at the end of the
road and belonged to Colonel Proctor. More a log mansion than a
cabin, it was two stories high and over a hundred feet long. Glass
panes shimmered in every window. Chiseled wooden steps led up to a
wide oak door complete with a brass latch and a large brass
knocker.

East of the colonel’s was a large stable
with an attached corral that held seven or eight horses. Smaller
outbuildings and several sheds flanked it. To the west of the house
was a building bearing a sign in bold black letters: PROCTOR
MERCANTILE. In front of it was a hitch rail to which five horses
had been tied.

“The colonel has his own
store?” Nate marveled.

“He’s thinking ahead, as
always,” Sergeant Braddock said. “One day soon New Eden will boast
ten thousand people, maybe more.”

“A hundred years from now
maybe,” Nate replied. He couldn’t conceive of anything that would
lure that many emigrants to such a remote, isolated
spot.

“Oh, a lot sooner than you
think, Mr. King,” Braddock said, grinning. “The colonel has big
plans. Mighty big plans. What he wants, he gets. And he wants New
Eden to grow as big as Raleigh in his lifetime.”

As Nate recollected, Raleigh was the capital
of North Carolina and the largest city in the state. “How does he
aim to do it? Pay people to come?”

Braddock chuckled. “He has a better
incentive. You’ll need to talk to him about it, though. We’ve all
taken vows not to say a word until he’s ready for the rest of the
world to know.”

How strange, Nate thought. But he didn’t
pry. One of the cardinal unwritten rules of the frontier was that a
person’s private affairs were just that.

Winona had been studying the settlement with
interest, and now she asked a question that begged an answer.
“Sergeant, the only people we have seen are children. Where are all
the adults?”

“I was wondering the same
thing, ma’am,” Braddock said. “Maybe they’re at a meeting. The
colonel calls us all together whenever something important comes
up.”

From behind the log mansion a burst of
excited braying and barking shattered the afternoon. It sounded as
if a dozen dogs were in a frenzy.

“What on earth?” Nate
said, looking up at the sergeant. “Those are the colonel’s
bloodhounds. He has a kennel out back with nine of the finest
hunting dogs ever bred. Dotes on them as if they were his kids. It
must be feeding time. They always make a racket like that when
they’re fed.”

Ezriah Hampton grinned. “Your colonel likes
to hunt coons, does he?”

“He’s partial to larger
game,” Sergeant Braddock said. “Bear, mountain lions, wolves, you
name it. Those bloodhounds of his will go after
anything.”

Just beyond the mercantile were other
buildings with wide double doors. One was open, and through it Nate
saw a forge and anvil. “You have your own blacksmith shop?”

“Yes, sir. The colonel has
thought of everything.”

The front door to the mercantile opened and
out strode a heavyset man of ruddy complexion with a neatly trimmed
red beard. He wore a uniform much like the sergeant’s, only his was
adorned with gold trim and gold insignia. Ribbons and medals
practically covered half his chest, and on his shoulders were large
gold epaulettes. Instead of a cap he wore a high crowned hat,
another insignia on the crown.

“That’s the colonel,”
Sergeant Braddock said.

Nate had guessed as much, and the thought
crossed his mind that Proctor was more of a peacock than
Hampton.

Ezriah was in awe. “That there is some
uniform! Maybe I’ll get me one just like it when I get back to the
States.”

Winona was less impressed. The officer
reminded her of a certain Nez Perce notorious for strutting around
at the annual rendezvous bedecked in pompous finery he acquired in
trade. Overwhelmed by his own magnificence, the warrior was unaware
he was the laughingstock of the gatherings.

Out spilled more people, men and women, most
of the men wearing uniforms, the women in charming homespun
dresses.

“I was right. It was a
meeting,” Sergeant Braddock said. Spurring his bay, he rode up to
the porch and briskly saluted. “Sir! While on routine patrol we
found the Weavers at the south end of the valley, along
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