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Alden Quaide has known little more than hard work and life on the trail. A cowhand, wrangler, and bronc buster, Alden has seen a lot of the country, but he wants to see more. With a little savings, a good horse, and a spirit of adventure, he sets out to see the Nation’s first National Park and find his dreams.  When a chance encounter with tragedy and responsibilities he never expected, Alden needs to find the closest port in a storm. Will he find what he needs in Biders Clump as his life of adventure turns to a life of care?  Clara Cuthbert has been quietly wasting away in her father’s stately home, but when he passes away leaving her everything, she knows adventure is on the horizon. Setting her affairs in order, the now independent Clara sets out to see the wonders her nation has to offer, but will a helping heart and a chance at love derail her plans?  Find out in this sweet clean historical western romance.  




Author’s Note:

Although this book is number fourteen in the Tales from Biders Clump series, the story actually happens about a month before book twelve, Ellery’s Eden. 

The Tales from Biders Clump were never supposed to have series numbers but needed clarity on some points. 

I hope you will enjoy Alden and Clara’s story as much as I did. 
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Chapter 1
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“Al, why you all het up to leave?” Bill Andrews scratched his scraggly beard and glared at the man checking the cinch on a long-legged gray horse. 

“I’m bound to see what I want to see,” the brown-haired man turned his stormy eyes full of determination. “I’ve been riding the trails for long enough, and the days of long drives and big herds moving east are gone. I want to see some wild places before they’re all gone.” 

“Gone,” the rangy, gray-haired foreman for the Bar X spit on the ground. “There’s plenty of wild right around here. You don’t need to shuck this job and leave.” 

Alden Quaide turned to grin at his former boss. The man was getting up in years, and he had been depending more and more on Alden’s knowledge of cows, horses, and men to keep things running smooth on the ranch, but Alden wasn’t getting any younger either. He’d already left his thirtieth birthday in the dust and thirty-five wasn’t so far away. 

“Bill, I’ve been out here my whole life, wrangling cows, breaking tough broncs, and mingling with both good and bad men. I want to see something of this country. I want to look, with my own eyes, at the wonders the Good Lord wrought in this land. It’s been nigh unto thirty years since they made that new National Park, and I still haven’t seen it.”

“It ain’t like it’s goin’ nowhere,” the old man’s dark eyes flashed. “You could wait a while.” 

Alden grinned but shook his head. He’d been working a long time, saving his money and dreaming of something different. It was time to put that hard-earned money and those dreams together. 

“Bill,” Alden turned, placing a rough hand on the shorter man’s shoulder. “I appreciate what you feel, but it’s time.” He turned his eyes raking over the mountains many miles east of them and his heart pulled toward them as if drawn by an invisible string. “I’m going while I still can.” 

Bill turned, looking at the far off blue of the Rockies. “Well, I guess a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. You sure are leavin’ me in a fix, though.” 

“Mark Diggs is a good hand, tag him in to work alongside you. He’ll do his share, and when you’re ready, he’ll be able to step in and take your place.” 

“Who said I was quittin’?” the old man spat again. “I’m fit and hail. I don’t need no youngster underfoot to help me do my job.” 

“No one said you did,” Al grinned, “but one day you’ll be as sick of eating trail dust as me, and you’ll be ready to hang up your spurs. Give Mark his head and let him step up. You have the wisdom. He’s got the desire. Between the two of you, you’ll be a great team.” 

“Pah,” the old man spit again, tobacco juice staining his gray whiskers. “Like breakin’ in a new horse. I hate breakin’ in a new horse or rider for that matter. All I do is repeat the same gall-darn nonsense over again.” 

Alden’s chuckle made the old man scowl. “You’ll manage Bill, you always do.” 

The old foreman settled a bit studying the tips of his comfortably worn boots. “I’ll miss ya, Al.” 

“I’ll miss you too,” Alden admitted. “I’ve been workin’ for you and the Bar X for nearly twenty years.” Again he lifted his eyes across the fields carefully sectioned off by barbed wire, taking in the dusty yard near the barn where the remuda stood nibbling the spring shoots of grass trying to push through the hard-packed soil. “Change is coming, Bill,” Alden said, his eyes meeting the line of Blue Mountains in the distance. “Things can’t stay the same, and I want to see this country before I can’t stand on my own two feet anymore.” 

“Well, you be careful out there,” Bill said, peering out across the plains. “It might be a new age, but there are still bad men about who’d take what you have and leave you for dead.” 

Alden nodded. “I’ll watch my back,” he agreed, stretching his hand to his former foreman and friend, Alden Quaide shook the old man’s hand then swung up into the saddle. “If I get homesick, I’ll be back,” he grinned, pulling his hat down low and coiling the lead line of his packhorse in his hand. “Take care, Bill.” 

Alden kicked his lean gray into an easy trot leaving the ranch behind him. He’d been working there a long time, and he knew both the owner and the foreman had him pegged for the next in line to ramrod the Bar X, but his heart had been calling to those hills for a long time. 

The cowboy didn’t know what lay ahead of him, but he had heard tales of the fantastic sights, sounds, and smells of the Wyoming Caldera, and he was headed to Yellowstone to see if they were true. 

Fancy folks had been headed to Yellowstone for years, riding the rails then catching the stages to a variety of lodges, camps, cabins, and hotels available to them. Now, with the auto-carriage starting to become a thing, Alden suspected that it wouldn’t be long before anyone could travel to the park and see the sights.  

“What do you say Mouse,” Alden called to his horse. “You ready to see things you never dreamed of?” 

The dark gray horse snorted, stretching his legs in a faster trot. The horse always loved the open trail, and it was about time he got to see what was over them hills. 

The first night, camped under a scrub pine, Alden doubted his sanity for setting out in the spring. He had gotten soft sleeping more nights in the bunkhouse than out, and he laughed at his discomfort in the cold wind. 

Stepping up from his fire, he rechecked his horses, watching the steam from his coffee sparkle into a crisp night sky dotted with stars. It was only going to get colder as he made the climb into the hills and over the pass, but he would keep pushing. He had ridden in all sorts of weather before, and if all went well, it would be a warm summer spent in the wilds of Wyoming. 

Patting his big gray horse and handing a handful of grain to the bay pack horse, the cowman hurried back to his fire and the beans heating on a stone by the fire. It felt strange to be on his own, yet Alden felt the freedom of it all around. His only worries were his own needs and the care of his horses. A coyote yipped in the dark, and Alden’s head swiveled to follow its lonesome cry. 

The lone cowboy grinned, feeling like that icon of the dusty plains as he sat down to his dinner of pork and beans. As he finished his meal, eating straight from the can, the fire died down. Alden looked out at the night sky and smiled. He was on the move finally. 

Wrapping himself in his blankets as the fire burned to embers, Alden gazed at the stars, picking out the brightest spot and setting his sights to the pass ahead.  With a soft sigh, he eased the pistol on his hip, wrapped himself in his bedroll, and whispered a prayer of peace over the night. 
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AN ICY WIND BLEW UP the pass into the snow-capped mountains, racing down Alden’s neck as his horses trudged higher into the ragged range, and he turned the collar of his sheepskin coat up. 

A shiver raced down his lean frame, and Alden wondered again if he should have waited another week before hitting the trail. Few people traveled this way anymore, choosing the convenience of the rails and faster means of transport. At one time, the Oregon Trail had been the westward movement's pinnacle, but its hay day was past. Still, the trail was easy to follow if you were prepared. 

“What do you say, Mouse?” the cowboy asked as the packhorse crowded its companion, seeking shelter from the wind. “Should I have waited?”

The horse’s derisive snort made Alden laugh, and he patted the animal on the neck with a gloved hand. If they pushed a little further today, they should make the pass within another day and be out of the worst of the cold. 

The climb had been slow headed over the mountains, but Alden wasn’t feeling the effects of high altitude as bad as he thought he might. Living at the base of the mountains for so long and journeying higher in both spring and fall to move the cattle meant he and his horses were mostly acclimated to the altitude. That didn’t mean he wanted to try and move too fast and make a mistake. A man traveling alone could never be too careful.

After nearly a week of travel, Alden was tired, dusty, and wishing for the site of another human. He had dropped into a long valley where spring was clinging to the ridges with tenacious vigor. His quick eyes scanned the trail for signs of habitation, or even a fellow traveler but found nothing. 

The sun was low in the western sky when Alden saw the cabin in the distance, and Mouse saw it too, turned breaking into that ground covering trot that ate up the miles as his rider gave him his head.

Two horses lifted their heads in an empty corral and whinnied at the newcomers, their dark eyes melancholy and hopeful. 

Alden gazed around the place, a sense of foreboding slipping down his spine. No smoke drifted from the chimney, and no signs of a greeting called from a window or the front door. 

Pulling his mount to a stop, the cowboy swung down, by the water trough, grabbing the pump's handle to fill the almost empty trough. 

As the water gushed, there was still no sign from the cabin, no one came to the door, and the horses in the corral shuffled to the water dipping their noses, thirstily, as the barrel filled. 

Patting the pistol on his hip, Alden gazed around him. Something wasn’t right here, but what he couldn’t tell. Not a speck of hay or feed stood in the bare yard where the horses shuffled restlessly. No chickens filled the yard, and no ‘halloo’ called from the cabin. 

Leaving his mount at the corral, Alden walked toward the cabin, a cold breeze whipping dust from the yard and making him shiver.  

Rapping on the door, it squeaked open into darkness. 
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THE SMELL OF DEATH made Alden cover his face with his sleeve, but he stood waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darker light inside. 

A soft shuffle had his hand dropping toward his hip, but then a little voice stopped him. 

“Who’re you?” a boy’s voice asked. “Are you here to help?”

Alden gasped, covering his mouth as his eyes adjusted to the dim interior of the cabin. 

A shuffle drew his eye and a dirty-faced boy walked to him. “Ma and Pa was sick and went to bed, but they never got up.” Dark blue eyes stared up at Alden from a lean face. “I think they died.” 

Alden looked around the cabin, his eyes picking out the form of a bed on the far side of the cold fireplace. The sound of flies buzzed in the corner and the cowman sighed. 

“What’s your name, son?” Alden squatted, meeting the boy’s gaze. 

“Daniel, sir. What’s yours?” 

“I’m Alden Quaide. I’ve come to help.” 

The boy before him sniffed and Alden placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“I tried to milk the cow to get milk for my baby sister, but I couldn’t get enough.” The boy called Daniel dropped his eyes as tears welled.

Alden’s heart squeezed, stealing his breath. “It’ll be alright.” He tried to breathe, but the words came out a hiss. 

“Allie is hungry,” the boy said as another shadow eased from the darkness. “All I had for her was crackers and water.” 

A tiny little girl toddled toward Alden, her face dirty, her blue eyes huge, and he felt his lungs begin to work once more. 

“Up,” the tot called, lifting her hands. “Up.” 

Alden lifted the child, and she snuggled into his shoulder, her filthy hair sticking to his cheeks as her dirty hands wrapped around his neck. 

“You got any food, mister Alden?” Daniel asked. “I know Allie’s hungry.” His lean face indicated the same was true of him.

“Daniel, I want you to come outside with me,” Alden’s eyes flicked toward the outline of the bed, but he smiled at the boy. “I’ll need you to help me with my horses and your sister while I see to your ma and pa.” 

“Yes sir,” the boy replied as he stepped up to Alden, who stood holding his sister. “Thank you for coming.” 

Still holding the little girl on his shoulder, Alden dropped his hand to Daniel’s head, leading him outside into the crisp, clean air. 
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ALDEN QUAIDE STOOD over the freshly turned graves as the last of the sun’s rays slipped silently behind the mountains. 

He had wrapped the deceased in the blankets they had died in, dug two graves, and fashioned crosses from scraps of hewn wood. 

“Do you want to say anything?” Alden asked, turning to look at Daniel, who stood still and quiet beside him. 

“Like what?” those big eyes hit Alden in the chest again, and he shook his head. 

“I’ll say a prayer.” Alden had no sooner finished the grizzly job when the toddler had reached for him once more.  Holding  Allie in one arm, the tall man bowed his head and lifted his voice to heaven. “Lord, you knew these to loving souls, and for some reason, you chose to take them away from their son and daughter. I don’t know that purpose, but I thank you that you brought me here to help these two children. I pray peace upon the departed and mercy on those of us left behind. Amen.” 

Daniel sniffled beside Alden, running his sleeve under his nose as he choked back tears. “Now what?” the boy asked, stepping close and clinging to Alden’s leg. 

“Tonight we’ll sleep in the barn,” Alden grinned. “It will be a special adventure for us three friends.” His eyes turned back to the cabin where he had lit a number of dried herbs to purify the space.

Daniel’s eyes flickered back to the house where the doors and windows stood open. In the back acre, a bright fire blazed, the remnants of his parent’s bed. Everything was changing but for the first time in days, he felt safe. 

“I think I’d like that,” the boy offered a weak smile. “I’ve never slept in the barn before.” 

Alden wrapped an arm around the boy and headed to the smaller campfire he had set up near the barn where bacon and beans simmered in an old pot. He had even been able to get a little milk out of the old cow for Allie, but from now on, these two would have to manage on what he could wrangle.  

Tonight the trio would sleep in the barn, away from the smell and reminder of death. In the morning light, they would collect what gear was useful and head for the nearest town as soon as Alden deemed the children ready to travel. 
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