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Elizabeth Davenport let out a startled scream, the sudden high-pitched wail cut off as tiny granules of hot Wyoming prairie clogged her already parched mouth. The stage coach tipped sharp to the right and slammed her against the dark padded wall. A thick cloud of dust billowed around the stage as six frightened horses dragged the toppled coach over the rough, rocky landscape.
The glass window shattered as luggage and bulging canvas mail sacks spilled from under the bench seats. A heavy cold metal container tumbled across the floor and crushed her ankle, pinning Elizabeth against the door and shards of broken glass. For one brief moment her aunt’s constant complaint during their long trip came true. Why hadn’t they taken the train?
Aunt Matilda’s taffeta-clad girth smashed against her, the woman’s sweaty bulk squeezing out the little air left in her lungs. The widow, Hazel Henderson bashed her head against Elizabeth’s jaw, knocking her head back against the metal floor clamp of their seat. Sparkling pins of light stabbed behind her eyes and she teetered on the brink of losing consciousness. The topsy-turvy carriage knocked against boulders, rocking the passengers back and forth as the panicking horses dragged them through a billowing cloud of dirt, weeds and gravel.
* * * *
Lieutenant Eric Ryan dismissed his men and watched the parade ground of Fort Laramie empty. A hot late afternoon wind blew across the grassless earth and he tilted the brim of his hat to shield his eyes. Unlike other forts Eric had seen, Laramie had no manmade walls to protect its occupants from the harsh Wyoming landscape.
Shouts and happy greetings rose from the center of the fort as lonely wives swarmed around the two storey stone guard house, eager to reunite with their tired men. Eric shook his head. Fort life was no place for a woman.
The stress of breaking in city-born recruits on the art of horse riding hung heavy on his shoulders and he felt the officer's quarters, ‘Old Bedlam’, beckon him home. He wanted nothing more than a bath and sleep.
He didn’t get far before a hand clamped down hard on his shoulder. "Oh, no you don't!"
Eric spun to find Major Gregory Bowers behind him, a cigar clenched between yellowed teeth, half hidden by an overgrown graying mustache.
"You've been dodging dinner invitations all month. Not this time. There's a pot roast waiting inside and several bottles of Irish whiskey, badly in need of drinking. Finish them off and the evening won't be so bad. What’s a mere headache to having Martha off our backs?"
Eric thought of Ms. Rachel Applegate, Martha Bower’s youngest sister and gave an inward groan. The wide gap between her front teeth was hard not to stare at. The young, demure lady was nice enough, even sweet, but Eric had enough of these set ups. For some reason, Martha Bowers wouldn't rest until he was married again.
He shook his head. "Major, I have paperwork."
"It can wait," his commanding officer barked, steering him toward the impressive, two storey white Fort Commander's quarters.
"Major, sir."
Major Bowers spun. He yanked the cigar from his lips and glared up into Eric's face. "You want to make Captain, don't you, Lieutenant?” He narrowed his dark eyes. “Your father has inquired into your record here at Laramie. I could write him…"
"I told you before, sir, I don't want special treatment. Not from him, or from you. Besides, that's bribery. "
"I don't give a tinker's cuss what you think it is. A couple years in the stockade would be nothing compared to having to spend the rest of my life with Martha chewing my ear about why you snubbed her baby sister."
Martha Bowers appeared in the doorway of the large white house and stepped out onto the long wrap-around porch. The men fell silent as the petite woman glided closer and greeted her husband with a loving kiss upon his bearded cheek. Thick brown braids crowned her head, giving the woman the appearance of height. The ever-present cameo was clipped tight beneath her chin as her kind gray eyes twinkled in greeting. "Lieutenant, you will be joining us for dinner, won't you?"
Since coming to Fort Laramie the year before, the Major had embraced Eric, inviting him to dinners, introducing him to family and friends. Newly widowed, he knew Mrs. Bowers felt the need to offer him solace. The unnecessary attention only caused more guilt. How could he grieve for someone he hadn’t loved, nor hardly knew?
Not wanting to appear rude, he gave Martha a half smile and nodded. "I thank you for your hospitality, Missus Bowers."
"Rachel made a cobbler," she added, snaking her light blue ruffled muslin sleeve around his arm to escort him into the parlor. Her heavy skirts rustled as she ushered him to an overstuffed red sofa and offered them both a glass of whiskey. It was a room found in the grand houses back East, decorated much like the home he grew up in with ornate polished woods and gold etchings. The familiar sitting room smelled strong of jasmine and faint cigar.
"I'll let Rachel know you've come for dinner." She lifted her gray skirts and ascended to the second floor without a sound.
Eric took the whiskey in one hard gulp. The Major sauntered over with the crystal decanter and poured him another shot. "Relax, for God's sake. You act like Rachel is the end of the world. It's just one dinner."
"It's hardly one dinner, sir. It's moonlight strolls, home baked sweets and walking her to church on Sunday." Eric rolled his eyes. "God help me if there is a dance."
"Is that so bad?"
Eric stood, towering over him. "Yes. With all due respect, sir, I resent being your wife's social project."
"Sit down, that's an order! My wife loves you like the son she's always wanted. Martha wants you happy and she's crazy enough to think a woman will do it."
Eric downed the whiskey and once again found it refilled. "Sir, I've told you before, my life is here, in the garrison, with the military. I don't want another wife." The memory of Sarah’s gentle laugh, her nervous smile, stabbed at his conscience and he flinched. "Marrying was a foolhardy mistake,” he mumbled. “That girl deserved a much better husband than me.”
“If I remember the rumors correctly, you were forced to marry.”
Eric shot him a hard look, but before he could retort, the women descended the mahogany stairs. Rachel's dark hair was in its usual tight bun, her rust colored gingham dress as sedate as her manner. The only brightness was the stiff white lace collar guarding the young woman’s slim neck. Her tight smile caused an odd bulging of her brown eyes. "Lieutenant, you remember my sister, Rachel."
Eric stepped forward and gave a slight bow, looking down onto her strict hair part. "Yes, of course. How nice to see you again, Miss Applegate."
A long, awkward pause ensued as they waited for Rachel to meet his gaze.
"She's shy." Martha rubbed her sister's shoulder, her face glowing with sweet sibling pride.
"Naw, she's not. It's just Lieutenant Ryan here is too ugly to look at."
"Gregory!" Martha shot him a displeased look as Eric chuckled. The married woman raised her pointed chin and gave Eric a sweet smile. "Why, with his dark wavy hair and those green eyes, he'd make any woman swoon. And it's nice to see his strong chin, his handsome face, instead of hiding it behind a scratchy beard."
The Major frowned and took a long draw on his cigar. "What's wrong with a beard? It's unnatural not to have one."
Rachel eased herself down onto the red love seat, and gathered her skirts around her. "Please, Lieutenant, make yourself comfortable."
It was obvious where he was to sit and so he lowered himself next to Rachel. Eric studied the ornate red lamps on the walls and tables along with the colorful gems dangling from the shades. The elaborate room didn't fit fort life. He cleared his throat and shifted his broad shoulders against the narrow confines of the sofa. Still no one spoke.
"Rachel,” her sister finally began, “did you know the Lieutenant graduated with honors from West Point Academy?"
He gave Rachel a polite smile. Other than the gap, she was pleasant enough to look at with slight dimples at the corners of her lips. They deepened at the hint of a smile. She blushed, and lowered her head.
"No… I didn't." She raised her eyes. "Have you killed many savages?"
Taken aback by her question, he returned her gaze. "I haven't seen serious battle, Miss Applegate. Though, I expect I will, now we've broken our treaty with the Sioux."
Major Bowers took several puffs and twirled his cigar against his tongue. His eyes narrowed in warning. "The United States Government stands by its treaty. We've given them most of Wyoming. I suggest you remind yourself which side you're on, Lieutenant."
"I am, and always will be, loyal to the United States, sir. However, I am not without compassion or common sense. The Black Hills are sacred to the Sioux, and now we've turned a blind eye to their destruction all in the pursuit of gold."
Major Bowers took a deep, slow breath, his interest in the subject waning. "Because of the Lieutenant's rigid feelings on mining in the Hills, I have him scouting the Bozeman trail for gangs and gold rustlers."
Eric’s hands fisted at the thought. His former Captain from West Point, John Reynolds, also fell for the lure of the gold mines and was now a renegade. A hero in the War Between the States, an insatiable hunger for gold now owned his soul. Several of Eric's men were killed trying to bring John Reynolds in for Court Martial.
Anxious to change the subject, Martha cleared her throat. "You'll be attending the ball this Friday, won't you, Lieutenant?"
Dread seized him as the Major chuckled. "Of course he will."
A knock pounded at the front door and conversation stopped as Martha rose.
"I have an urgent telegram, for Major Bowers, Ma'am." Both men stood as a thin, freckled faced Private Reed rushed into the room. His gray cap askew over his bushy red hair, he stood at attention and handed over the telegram. The skin beneath the young man’s nose beaded with perspiration.
"Sorry for bothering you at dinner—" His nervous gaze shot to Eric. "—sirs. I thought you would want to see this right away."
"Thank you, Private, you're dismissed."
Major Bowers read the telegram first in silence. "It's from Deer Creek Telegraph Station,” he said. “Rock Creek Station, while servicing a newly arrived stage, was hit by a group of bandits. The driver shot and two passengers killed. They headed off in the direction of an earlier stage bound for Denver." He chomped on his cigar. "The stage guard was wounded, but he’s alive, at least for now. He’s identified the bandits as Reynolds and his men."
"That coach couldn't be more than twenty, thirty miles away."
Major Bowers stepped outside and shouted for a retreating private Reed. The sentry rushed forward and gave a sharp salute. "Have Lieutenant Nichols report to me at once and get his horse saddled immediately. He is to take his patrol and head south."
"Sir," Eric interrupted, "I know the area better than Nichols."
"I want that son of a bitch brought to trial. Nichols is dependable and you're busy this evening. Now, go back inside and talk to my sister-in-law. That's an order, Lieutenant."
Despite the warning, Eric pressed. "Sir, I served under him. I know how he thinks. If they catch up to that stagecoach, you know what those men will do. What they always do." Eric felt his face heating. “What if there are women aboard?”
Major Bowers gave him a long intense stare before barking another order across the grounds to an anxious private Reed. “Forget Nichols. Sound the bugle and saddle Lieutenant Ryan's horse. His squad is to join him on the parade ground in ten minutes."
Sudden adrenaline pumped through Eric’s veins. After the last deadly attempt to bring in the deserter, determination fueled his dreams of besting the man he once revered. The Major’s stare grew angry. "I don't give a God damn what your private agenda is, Lieutenant. This is a fool's errand, one which will most likely end with your death. Your orders, Lieutenant, are to rescue the stage and bring the survivors, if any, back here to the fort. You are not to go after Reynolds or his men, is that clear?"
He gave a reluctant nod. "Yes, sir. It's very clear."
Excited whoops and yells echoed across the parade ground as his men mounted up. "I don't understand this death wish of yours. Some day your luck is going to run out, son.” Softness flitted across his face as the Major turned and stared up at him. “I have a feeling it's what you're hoping for." His graying brow furrowed into a sharp arch and he poked Eric hard in the chest. "I'll tell you another thing, God damn it. If you're not here to escort my sister-in-law to this damn ball on Friday, it will be you, Lieutenant, who’s court marshaled!"
* * * *
A hot cloud of dust and sand rose then settled around them in heart pounding silence. Elizabeth took a mental body check; only her ankle hurt. It more than hurt. It throbbed.
The stage driver, Sully, yanked the upturned door open and called down, "We threw a wheel. Anyone hurt?"
"My God,” her aunt moaned, “don't just stand there, you ignoramus. Help us out of this horrid contraption. I will see my brother destroys the Overland Stage Company for this."
Elizabeth grimaced, as Matilda’s heavy mass still trapped her against the stage wall and the door handle pressed into her ribcage. Elizabeth coughed and tried to ignore the body odor of her three fellow passengers.
"This wretched, beastly mode of transportation is done for. It's meant for commoners, who my niece and I are clearly not."
Elizabeth pulled her ankle free of the heavy metal box and gasped with pain as it slid past to the wall. Mr. Jenkins stripped off his coat, braced himself against the open door and leaned halfway into the carriage, his shirt wet with perspiration. "Here, Miss, take my hand."
"I demand to know who is responsible."
"Ma'am, shut up!" Sully shouted. "I've listened to your complaining from the time you boarded in Cheyenne and I ain't listenin' no more. Now, we're gonna fix this here wheel and you're gonna be silent. I’ll gag you, if I have to."
Mr. Jenkins lifted her free of the stage. She delighted at being safe and once again on the hot, dry ground. The cap of her sleeve tore, exposing bare flesh. Arlon Jenkins’ eyes widened, the tip of his tongue stroking along the edge of his thick mustache. "Too bad about your blouse, Miss.”
"It can be fixed." She slapped Mr. Jenkins’ hands from her hips. In a huff, she stepped back, but grimaced as pain shot from her left ankle up her leg.
He cocked a crooked smile and tipped his hat, his hazel eyes trailing the length of her body. "You need some help, Miss Davenport?"
She glared at him. If her intended, Warren, were here, he’d teach Mr. Wandering Eyes a lesson in manners. "I can manage myself, thank you."
If only she were at home. Denver Colorado was never this hot or dry. She missed resting on a settee beneath the family’s shaded porch, sipping a cool drink. By her estimations, the late spring afternoon would find Warren lounging beside her. His visits meant flowers and sweets while he gazed at her with unspoken love. Oh, how she missed him.
A warm breeze danced through the loose strands of her hair as the men righted the stage with a loud thud. The plume of dust tasted as though she had dragged her tongue across the road. She coughed and gasped when something darted into her open mouth. Horrified and disgusted, Elizabeth silently swore. Why couldn’t a lady spit? Whatever it was fluttered against the inside of her cheek, and she swallowed it just to keep from screaming. Dear God, she ate a bug! A dense cloud of small black flies buzzed close to her sweaty face, following her every move. Oh, how she wished this trip to see her grandfather would end.
The stage guard and Sully examined the damage while she and the Widow Henderson waded their way through scattered items, retrieving hat boxes and loose mail. Elizabeth shot a glance at sullen Aunt Matilda. Bloated arms poorly hidden in blue taffeta crisscrossed the woman’s chest, her lips nothing more than a pinched white line across a sour face.
Elizabeth groaned. "Does it ever cool down in this country?" Her dry throat made it hard to speak. She limped over to a large rock and leaned against the hot sharp mass.
"It could be worse," Hazel Henderson said with a smile. Her dirty face was still lovely despite the life-full of creases etched into her skin. She patted Elizabeth's hand and looked out over the dry brush. "It can always be worse."
Elizabeth pressed her handkerchief against her forehead and studied the flat, desolate Wyoming landscape. They were a lifetime away from anything familiar. "I hate the West. When Warren and I marry, I want to go back to Pennsylvania, live again in the city and never see tumbleweeds or hear the word Indians again. I don’t understand why Warren would leave his family in the proper East to come out to this God forsaken place."
"It seems sooner or later, everyone comes West."
"My grandfather was the last person I expected to move out here and then talk my father into the potential prosperity of Denver." Her lips pulled into a snarl. "If he hadn’t made us move, I'd be received in proper, gentile homes."
Mrs. Henderson drew a deep breath and waved away a pesky swarm of flies from her dusty bonnet. "I like to believe everything happens for a reason. What does your young man do?"
Elizabeth gave a shy, proud smile. "Warren was just made my father's assistant at the Denver National Bank. He's been their assayer for several years."
Mrs. Henderson squeezed Elizabeth's fingers. “See, if you hadn’t made the move West, you wouldn't have met your young man. Is he also from Pennsylvania?"
Elizabeth paused, a slight flutter stirring in her stomach. That was a good question. Her face heated as she untied her crushed straw hat and dropped it to her lap. The rush of air around her face and head felt refreshing. Another pesky fly buzzed alongside her ear. She shook her head and whimpered. Be a lady, she reminded herself. "I don't know, actually."
"Oh, it's so nice to hear about young love. I still remember the first time I laid eyes on my James. My heart quickened and I couldn't look away." Mrs. Henderson’s chest heaved with one long breath, her eyes held a faraway happy look. "A Captain in the Seventh Cavalry, he looked like a knight in his uniform. My goodness, I loved him and he hadn't even spoken to me. I thought my heart would jump out of my chest every time he glanced my way.”
The sheer devotion in her companion's voice captivated Elizabeth. "Did you know Mister Henderson was the one?"
"I knew it the moment he took my hand. I think he did too. Some things you just know."
Elizabeth leaned close, her voice an excited whisper. "Did he try to kiss you?"
A glow claimed the woman’s face. "The memory of it still quickens my heart.”
Elizabeth frowned and looked out onto the bright orange horizon. Did Warren take her breath away? She gave herself a mental shake. He was a proper gentleman and wasn't one to steal a kiss.
The ground trembled beneath her feet, the odd pounding vibration growing stronger with every second. A cloud of dust moved toward them and wind shifted through the surrounding prickly bushes. Sully, his weathered face hard with concentration, bolted from under the wheels. He stared at the cloud for less than a second before shouting, "Ladies, get into the stage. Now!"
"Do as I say. Move!" Sully urged Elizabeth forward. Her sore ankle gave out, spilling her against the stage door. The man ignored her cries and gave her a hasty push into the coach. She fell hard against the seat, knocking the air from her lungs. "Stay down." The driver tossed Jenkins a shotgun. "You know how to shoot, don't you?"
Fear gripped her as the women huddled down onto the floor. Arlon Jenkins covered them with a moldy smelling blanket, his knee pressing down upon her back. She groaned and glanced up as he poised his shotgun out the window, right above her head.
"Oh, God," moaned Hazel. "What if they're Indians?"
"Shh!"
The thunder of the hooves increased, as did men’s laughter, mixed with the jingle of horse tack.
"My jewels," her aunt moaned.
Elizabeth cupped her hand over Matilda's mouth, wishing the silly woman knew when to be quiet. They waited in tense silence.
Horses slowed and surrounded the stage. Elizabeth jumped with fright as a booming voice announced their arrival. "Evening!" A mount whinnied, snorted and someone gave a deep, guttural throat clearing and spat. "What do we have here?"
The women sighed together in relief. They weren't Indians, just a group of men stopping to help. Her attempt to straighten proved impossible as Mr. Jenkins clamped his hand on her head and held her down. She growled and tried to swat at his hand. Her continuous movement was met with a sharp slap upon her shoulder. Elizabeth struggled against his restraint but froze when their driver’s voice, curt and to the point sounded right outside the window.
"We had some wheel trouble is all. We have it under control. I suggest you be on your way."
"You suggest?" There was laughter. Someone in the group pronounced their S’s with a sharp whistle, their voice pitched with a nasal twang. A sense of foreboding prickled the back of her suddenly icy neck. The man’s high pitched giggle made her hair stand on end. She didn't have to see him to know he was dangerous. Elizabeth closed her eyes. Keep riding, please keep riding.
"I know what you're after. We're not carrying any money, Captain, no gold. We got nothin’ you want."
"And I, as a gentleman, am supposed to take your word?" the man retorted. "Good thing I'm not a gentleman. Boys, search the stage." There was a sudden sharp cock of guns. Something was terribly wrong.
Elizabeth held her breath as the widow began mumbling a prayer. “Mary, Mother of God, protect us sinners…”
"No, Captain." Sully argued. "I'm telling you, I only have passengers, no gold." Gunfire crackled the air and her aunt let out a muffled scream.
"I want everyone out of that stage," the man ordered. "Now, or someone's going to get hurt."
Mr. Jenkins jolted upward, his boney knee digging against Elizabeth’s spine as he fired out the stage window. The explosion roared, echoing in her ears and she stifled a terrified scream. A second blast followed and Arlon Jenkins gave an odd groan, then crumpled down against the seat. The side of Elizabeth's face splattered with something warm.
"We have women here. Hold your fire," Sully commanded.
"The Captain gives the orders here," a robber retorted. Elizabeth's heart thundered against her chest as boots scuffled outside the stage door. "Anyone else wanting to try something stupid like that is also going to get shot. Now drop your weapons."
Everyone in the stage held their breath at the deadly command. They didn’t have long to wait before metal on metal reverberated around them as their protection hit the ground. Mr. Jenkins remained motionless.
"Now stand and deliver, driver, before I lose my patience."
"Arnie," the leader commanded, "shoot the driver." Her wet lashes squeezed against her skin as she closed her eyes and held her breath. Two loud gunshots ripped through the silent dusk before the echo faded across the hills. "Anyone else want to be a hero?" the Captain asked. "Everyone out of the stage." He cocked his gun. "I'm not going to ask again."
Someone yanked the stage door open. A large rough hand jerked Elizabeth through the door. Her blouse sleeve tore yet again. She peered up into a hideous face, scarred and pock-marked. His skin was caked with grime, his breath stank; she turned her head away and grimaced, her stomach flipping with nausea. She wanted to retch. Matilda and Hazel were pulled out and lined up next to her.
Their captor cackled with sick amusement. His cracked lips slithered into a smile before he yanked her against him, a dry tongue flicking against her cheek, his breath hot against her face.
"Let me go," she demanded. Summoning her courage, she freed one hand and slapped him as hard as she could. His prickly, unshaven chin stung her palm. His grip loosened for a mere instant before he once again squeezed his fingers into her flesh.
"How do you like it, bitch?" he hissed. In one quick movement, the back of his hand cracked against Elizabeth's cheek bone. Her head snapped and her ears rang as she fell into the dirt.
Another man chuckled at her treatment as he hauled her upward. She raised her eyes to glare at him but instead gaped in shock. Warren. Her trembling lips formed to speak his name, seconds before realizing the hair was too dark. The oily brown strands stuck out on all sides, his chin hidden by a week or more growth. Also, his eye color was a light blue, unlike her fiancé’s brown. The man’s nose and lips were the same. They could be twins. Elizabeth stared in astonishment, shocking him into a hateful grin.
"You like what you see, honey?" He spat and jerked her against him.
"Arnie," the leader motioned to the coach. "The lock box."
Warren's eerie twin climbed into the stage, leaving Elizabeth reeling in astonishment. She stared after him with sick disbelief. Like a barbarian, the man they called Arnie tore the insides of the coach apart. The stage rocked with violent motion as the robbers watched on, laughing. A loud screech of metal ripped through the air as the last seat spring gave way. The outlaw finally emerged, a metal container in his hands.
Even grinning, Arnie resembled Warren. Elizabeth struggled not to cry. Chuckling to himself, he dropped the safe onto the dirt and in one fluid movement shot the thick lock. The metal lid ripped from the hinge and flew open. The ricochet of the bullet echoed through the air like that of a tuned horn.
The slap she had received still stung as the men inspected the women’s treasured ear bobs. Anger rushed her and a sob caught in her throat.
The stout gray haired man in a dusty blue uniform moved his bay horse closer. His neatly rolled sleeves showed the leathered skin of his forearms, his face hidden by a well trimmed gray beard. With the creak of leather, the Captain dismounted and inspected her aunt with cold eyes and a hateful snarl. The man stood before her for a long moment before ripping the broach from beneath her chin and dropping it into his pocket. Her aunt stifled a cry, then with trembling hands covered her torn blouse.
His gaze traveled to Matilda’s shaking hands. He smirked. "No wedding ring?" he asked as he yanked the expensive stones from her fingers, leaving her knuckles bloody. The Captain gave a loud snort. "There's a shock. Lady, that would be hard time I’d rather not do." The men laughed. His hateful stare drifted to Elizabeth and his brows raised, his jaw relaxed. The man ran his fingers down her sore cheek. "Hello, there. Now, this sweet thing is a real woman."
"You should be ashamed of yourself," the widow raged. "Wearing the uniform my James died for."
The Captain spun to meet her, his brows furrowed in question. "Your husband?"
Hazel lifted her chin and gave him a proud, defiant stare. "Major James Henderson, Seventh Cavalry."
A slow smile spread across his face, his lips hidden by gray whiskers. "Followed Custer to his death, did he?" The stout Captain came to stand before her. Gravel crunched beneath his tall, worn, black boots. "I assure you, ma'am, his was a very painful death." The man lifted his gloved fingers to Hazel's hairline and trailed his index finger down around her ear. "Scalped alive they were." The widow gasped, her lids squeezed closed and her body trembled. "I'm sure he was thinking of you though when they ripped the hair from his head, his bloody body jerking in the dirt . "
"Stop," Elizabeth demanded. Her swelling jaw hurt with the movement.
Hazel sobbed and fell against her shoulder. Elizabeth hugged the widow as the Captain stared at her with calculating eyes. "What are you?" she asked. "An animal?"
He stepped forward. She swallowed, the quick surge of bravery emptying into her legs. Every attempt to steady the quaking failed until Elizabeth realized she wasn’t shaking, the ground was. The rhythm hammered closer. Soon the prairie around them shook with pounding hooves.
The Captain narrowed his eyes and peered off into the horizon, his jaw tightening. "God damn it." His dark gaze shifted back to her, his stare cold and hard.
"Captain," Arnie called, stealing a long gold watch chain from the lock box and tucking it into his mud stained pocket. “We got company."
"I know, I see them. All right, I want you all to follow Clayton and head south. We'll meet in the usual place. Wilner, Marshall, Jess," he called, "you follow me." The Captain grabbed Elizabeth's arm and yanked her against his chest. "This little spit fire is going to join us."
Horrified, she attempted to twist away, but a sharp pain stabbed in her shoulder and ankle. "Take your hands off me!" He gripped her arm with steel fingers. She struggled to no avail.
The man laughed and shoved her hard at Arnie. "Tie her up and put her across my saddle."
The familiar face twisted into a nightmare. Fear overwhelmed her. Arnie dragged Elizabeth forward, her legs strapping the dirt as he bound her wrists with a thick rope. Despite her attempt to scratch and kick, he slung her over the hard pommel of the Captain's saddle. The leather pressed against her ribs. The heavy rope fibers burned into her skin. The Captain mounted his horse and pulled her against him.
"Mount up!" he shouted. Her aunt’s screams for her to be released fell on deaf ears. Laughter and gunfire reverberated across the prairie as the Captain spurred his horse forward.
As they thundered away, Elizabeth heard the hopeful sounding of a bugle.
* * * *
Eric reined in his horse, gravel scraping as Arrow skidded to a stop. The sharp crackle of gunfire echoed over the dry ridge. His stomach clenched as he raised his arm, signaling his men to continue on.
They thundered down over the last hill top. His anxious mount pulled against the tight reins and pawed at the ground. Eric yanked his binoculars from the leather satchel. “There should be two groups,” he mumbled, scanning the darkening hills. Reynolds was too wily to stay with the stagecoach. The fallen leader would have left the scene to protect himself and his loot. Plus, separating his gang to confuse and slow the enemy was a well used Indian tactic. A trick Reynolds had once taught.
"Where are you, you bastard?"
The setting sun illuminated two billowing sand clouds, a tell-tale sign of a large movement of horses. The small gust heading north was a clear diversion. Eric centered his attention instead on the movement low along the mountain ridge, just beyond the stage. It fit Reynolds' pattern. More than likely, the experienced officer would head for the hills, throwing the rest of his gang to the wolves. Anger surged through Eric's veins and his skin grew hot with embarrassment. He knew what it was like to be Reynolds’ lackey.
Arrow sensed his excitement and shifted, anxious to move on. Eric studied the moving brown haze. It had to be him.
This time he wasn't too late. Bested once, he didn’t intend to ever let it happen again. This time he would catch them. To hell with his orders. Eric dug his heels into his mount's flank and Arrow lurched forward into a hard gallop.
* * * *
Elizabeth hit the dirt so hard her teeth rattled. The Captain’s restraints dug into her wrists, her ribs and chest bruised from the chafing saddle.
"Dismount!"
Even in the dark, Elizabeth made out the ominous shadows of the high rock walls of the private valley. Too tired to cry, she felt a solid wave of dismay. How would anyone find her? The blackened trees and bushes surrounding them gave the whole area a sinister feeling.
The lecherous man who had licked her cheeks grinned and knelt beside her. "You and me, we's gonna get better acquainted, girly girl."
Despite the sharp leg pain, she scooted backwards. "Stay away from me."
"Wilner! Watch the north entrance. Signal if you see anyone. And I don't want to see you move from there. Understood?"
"Ain't no one follow us, Cap'n," he argued, irritated by the interruption. With a grunt he stood, then sauntered into the darkness.
The Captain pulled a laden satchel from a saddle bag and dropped it at Arnie’s feet. “This is all you got away with?”
“It was everything in the lock box.”
The leader cocked his gun. Elizabeth squeezed her eyes shut and readied for the explosion. “You swore of a west bound stage filled with gold.” The Captain kicked at the large sack. “So, where is it?”
Their argument proved a blessed opportunity. In the darkness, she maneuvered herself across hard rocks, through dense brush and sharp dead branches that poked her flesh and tore her clothing. She inched through grass and across the ground until finally she lay back against her bound hands, hidden by a patch of tall weeds. A safe distance away, Elizabeth slunk down, her heart pounding for fear someone would notice her gone. Her cheek and ankle throbbed and she bit her lip to keep silent.
Tears threatened and a bug scurried through her hair, moving across her scalp and down toward her ear. She wanted to cry, scrub her hair clean of leaves, twigs and disgusting bugs. If only her hands weren't bound. Oh God! She gave her head a hard shake.
Try as she might, Elizabeth couldn't forget the horror of meeting Arnie. With the clothes of a gentleman, cleaned and scrubbed, the man's resemblance to her gentle Warren Sheffield sickened her. It wasn't possible. Warren had no siblings.
“Wilner!” Elizabeth jumped at the Captain's voice. “Anyone on our trail?”
"Naw. There ain't no one, Cappy. You outfoxed them again." His words delivered a crushing blow.
The night turned as equally cold as the day had been hot. Elizabeth shivered against the restraints. Crickets surrounded the area, lulling her until the sharp snap of a twig caught her attention. Someone or something eased up closer. Afraid to breath, she strained to listen. Cold fear threatened her sanity. She had to get away.
A full moon shone upon her captors, their horses circled around them. The Captain suddenly stood and ordered everyone to be silent. The order was followed by several sharp metallic clicks. Guns cocked and readied. Her heart beat quickened. A light pounding of hooves grew louder as two riders entered the camp and skidded to a stop.
Elizabeth watched through the private cove of leaf-filled branches as the Captain lowered his rifle. “Where are the others?”
One of the riders swung from the saddle. “Barnes and Jacobs are dead…tipped off the Cavalry…" She strained to hear as their voices fell into a dull mumble.
"Shit!" The Captain raked a hand through his hair and paced. "God damn Lieutenant Ryan, may he rot in hell." Elizabeth ducked back. Someone argued with him and the Captain swung around and snapped, “Ryan wasn't at the stage, because he’s trailing us."
"No one followed us, Cappy. Relax ."
"Who the hell are you to tell me to relax? With my experience in tracking Indians, you think I don't know when I'm being followed? I taught the bastard."
"It's night. What's he going to do?" Arnie responded.
"You'd be surprised," the Captain answered. "Get out there and find him. All of you! I want that bastard Lieutenant dead.” The rest of the orders were muffled as the men dispersed around her.
Elizabeth waited in the silent darkness, counting the minutes, wide eyed and fearful. Counting kept her mind busy. Still she heard nothing. Now was her chance, possibly the only time to escape. She had to take it. Elizabeth dragged herself through a tangled web of shrubs, long gnarled branches pulling at her hair and clothes.
Another twig snapped. Elizabeth stifled a cry, certain whoever stalked her could hear the pounding of her heart. She pressed herself against the side of the rough trunk and waited. A breeze creaked through the branches.
"What are ya doing, girly girl?" The nasal wheeze turned her blood cold. She gaped in horror. "I see you," he whistled. As Wilner’s odd voice circled her, leaves crunched close by. Fear crept into her mind as she pictured Arnie and Wilner closing in. "No one to help ya, girly girl." With frantic tugs, she jerked at the ropes to no avail. There was no use in hiding. Whoever was behind her knew her hiding place. Leaves rustled. An owl hooted making her nearly scream. "It's just us," he whispered. "Gonna make a woman out of you. There ain't nobody coming for you.” His raspy breath chilled her soul.
Elizabeth wobbled into a standing position. Whoever crept behind her closed in. The truth of Wilner’s hard words reverberated through the terror in her mind. There was no chance to run. Instead, she moved along her side, slow, inch by inch, until her heel struck a large stone, almost spilling her backward.
Suddenly a large hand covered her mouth, cutting off her scream. Cold steel brushed against her wrists as her ropes eased away. "Stay where you are," a deep voice whispered. A man's warm breath played against her neck. "Don't say a word." Lips grazed her ear. The voice, rich, melodic and oddly transfixing, didn't match any of the robbers from the stage.
"Girly girl," Wilmer whispered through the darkness. "Wanna play?" Fear prickled at the back of her neck. There was no telling how many men surrounded her in the brush. Remembering the rock, Elizabeth bent, her long fingers sought through the earth until her nails scrapped a jagged granite edge. Easing her fingers around it, Elizabeth came up swinging.
Whirling, she struck the man behind her. The weapon connected, a deep groan sounding as a body fell to the ground behind the tree. Breathing hard, she waited for movement, but there was none.
Through the darkness, Elizabeth heard splashing, and remembered the small river at the edge of their enclosure. Her captors were returning. Forgetting her pain, Elizabeth broke through low branches, leaves dragging across her skin. In an instant, large grimy hands captured her waist and shoved her down onto the ground. The rock spilled from her grasp. Wilner covered her body. A sob caught in her throat as his rough hands crawled along her legs and rested on her hips.
"You gonna beg me, girl? Wilner likes it when women beg." He exhaled hard in rapid takes as she struggled beneath him. He grabbed what was left of her hair bun and smothered his dry lips in sickening kisses against her neck and upper shoulder.
"You're a little filly, ain't ya?" He reached beneath her skirts, his dirty hands grappling along the inside of her bare leg. Wilner panted and wrestled with his trousers. He yanked her skirts higher. The sudden cool air on her exposed flesh was frightening as the reality of what he intended to do hit home.
Elizabeth pounded her fists against his chest and arms, trying to shove him from her body. The outlaw merely laughed. His breath against her face made her reel with nausea. With one hand, Wilner captured both aching wrists, as his other squeezed the top of her quivering thigh. Her strength waned. She closed her eyes tight, tears sliding down her cheek.
"Wilner's gonna show you what you've been missing—"
The rest of his sentence cut off in an odd gasp. His foul breath leaked out with a tight wheeze as a sudden jerk yanked his bulbous frame from her tired and bruised body. A fight ensued as a fist connected with something hard and a body fell limp beside her.
With trembling hands, Elizabeth pushed her skirts down and eased her eyes open. A giant of a man loomed over her, his striking figure captured in the moonlight. The man raised her assailant with one powerful hand clenched around his unshaven throat. Wilmer choked and gasped, his dirty fingers clawing at the huge fist.
Elizabeth stared with an odd mixture of horror and gratitude as Wilner's gurgling struggles lessoned. Finally, the horrible man stopped moving.
“Why the hell did you hit me?” Eric snapped. He touched the back of his throbbing head, fingers wet with his own blood. “I was trying to save your life.”
The young woman gave him a frightened stare, her face pallid in the moonlight, despite patches of something thick and dark smeared on her cheeks. Probably blood. As soon as the harsh words left his mouth, he regretted them.
“How was I supposed to know you were trying to help me? I thought you were—”
“Don't speak,” he commanded. Retrieving the burlap sack filled with gold, dizziness swam over him and he momentarily stumbled. Eager voices and shouts came from the river. No doubt they had found his tracks. They had to keep moving or else risk getting caught.
He folded his long fingers around her petite hand and urged her forward. The girl yelped. Eric spun to face her. She hopped on one leg, covering her mouth with her hands. He frowned.
“My ankle,” she whispered.
He bit back his temper and lifted her with ease. They wound through a dark maze of creaking low vines and branches, the moonlight illuminating their path. Just before them lay the rocky trail to the alcove where Arrow waited. Ducking behind a thick bush and a sharp protruding boulder, dizziness circled him, the throbbing pain moving from the back of his head to the front above his eyes. The young woman's body tensed against him. A ripple of shock shot down his neck along his spine.
The valley below blurred, moving in and out of focus. He closed his eyes, just for a second. There would be only three looking for them with Bremer and Wilner knocked out for the time being.
The young lady laid her head against his shoulder as a slight breeze blew a soft blond curl across her forehead. Her skin smelled faintly of vanilla and lilac mixed with an earthy tone.
Below, two non-uniformed men rushed into view and Eric shifted against the rocks. Damn, where was Reynolds?
“The gold's gone!” The shout echoed along the canyon wall.
Weak, Eric leaned against the still warm boulder and hoped the young lady's dress couldn’t be seen. They needed to keep moving, but he couldn't focus on the rest of the trail. He closed his eyes and willed himself not to drop the girl. The valley echoed as a bullet ricocheted off the rock far above their heads. He jerked his head, the sudden movement causing vertigo. He again pressed himself against the rock and fought to stay conscious.
“We've scoured this whole valley. The bastard got away with our girl and the gold. The Captain's right. God damn it! They had to have climbed down them rocks.”
A gun fired again. A fragment of stone flew off and scraped the side of Eric's shoulder. Dust from the boulder billowed and settled on their clothing. The girl in his arms whimpered into his chest. The side of her face and part of her hair was splattered with blood and dust, her delicate cheek bruised, most likely from a fist.
“Shh,” Eric warned. He eyed the narrow incline through the stony passage beyond them.
“The Captain is checking the ridge above us,” he heard someone call. “He said to stay here in case they double back.”
With Reynolds closing in on him, Eric forced himself up the rest of the trail. Now with the girl, the arrest of his former Captain would be impossible. Once again the man had eluded capture. If he could get rid of her, then Eric could finish what he’d sworn to do, but until she was secure, the bastard was safe. One day, he told himself, John Reynolds would pay. He wanted him to suffer. Come hell or high water, the renegade would be tried for his crimes.
The thick tangle of trees temporarily blocked the moonlight. His head ached as he squinted into the darkness. Arrow nickered softly at their arrival, but the smell of blood made the horse uneasy. He shook his head and pulled away. Eric grabbed the dragging reins, shifted the young woman over his shoulder and tried to ignore the strange feeling of unsteadiness. Swaying, he tucked the ore-filled burlap sack deep into his saddle bag.
She groaned and gave a feeble push against him. His fingers tingled, the numbness radiating up his arms as Eric gave the saddle bag strap a weak tug. His lids fluttered with fatigue, his head throbbed, and his vision waned.
Nausea swam over him as pressed his clammy forehead against the saddle, letting the familiar scent of leather calm him. Taking deep breaths, he cursed himself for wasting time. Reynolds knew they would head back to Fort Laramie. He couldn’t take the girl back the same way he'd come. They would have to go the long way around, past the Black Hills and straight into Sioux territory.
Once mounted, he cradled the young woman in his arms. The extra weight in the saddle bothered Arrow, who snorted and pawed at the ground. “Come on, boy, take us home.”
They jerked forward into a hard gallop that jarred Eric’s body and made it impossible to ride on. He slowed Arrow back, making him edgy. The horse yanked at the bit, prancing with impatient snorts. No amount of blinking cleared Eric’s vision. It took all of his energy just to stay in the saddle.
The girl muttered a fearful cry. “You're safe,” Eric whispered into her upturned face. Her eyes wide with fear, her heart pounded against his frame. “Just lean your body against mine. If you can, put your arms around my neck.”
The girl did as he asked. Her fingertips pressed against his head wound and he groaned, spilling forward.
“What's wrong?” she cried. “What's happening?”
Eric tried to keep in the saddle but the pain intensified. Like some kind of premonition, his mind ordered him to reach for his pistol, but he couldn't move. As the darkened scenery began to spin faster, he heard the sharp cock of a gun. His horse reared. A scream pieced his ears before he spilled backwards and hit the dirt.
A gun shot reverberated through a man's ripple of laughter before everything went black.
* * * *
Cold fear prickled at Elizabeth's skin, her heart thundered against her chest. The sudden fall against the dirt jarred her body. The young soldier lay several feet away, his powerful body quiet on the ground. The Captain stepped out of the shadows and pointed his gun at her. “Get up.”
Shaking, she stood. Hoping the young man would once again come to her rescue, she glanced over at his still body, inciting a deep chuckle from her capture. “Don’t bother, he’s dead.”
A sob stuck in her throat as the Captain lifted the handsome soldier up by his uniform and stared down into his face. A single stream of moonlight filtered onto the young man, the back of his head wet with blood. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized she’d done that to him.
“I was right,” the Captain groaned. “Lieutenant Eric Ryan was following us.” He dropped the body and holstered his gun. “West Point's latest and greatest. First you steal my gold, then my woman. I underestimated your sense of loyalty and failed to see your over-developed sense of vengeance. It’s a shame I had to kill you. There was a time I thought of you like a son.” He chuckled as he whirled on Elizabeth. “You – little darling – thought he was going to save you. Thought he’d be your hero.” He seized her arm.
“Let me go,” she pleaded, too tired to fight.
He smirked. “Let you go? You mean, let you ride off here with the Lieutenant’s horse? You’d be arrested for stealing government property. Then you’d spend the rest of your life in jail. No, I think I’ll just keep you with me.” He smelled of alcohol as he gave her a slight shake. Her leg gave out and she fell next to the young man. “First I want my gold back.”
The gunfire had spooked the horse, which still pranced and whinnied from one dark tree to another. The Captain moved toward the creature. It exhaled and backed away. “Easy now,” the man soothed, inching forward. “Easy boy, I'm not going hurt you. I just want what’s mine.” The horse shook his head, snorted and jerked away.
Elizabeth crawled to the young man and cradled his bloodied head in her lap. She looked for the bullet wound, but there was none. The Captain hadn’t killed the young man, she had with the rock. Tears trickled down her sore face, a sob stuck in her throat. The young soldier’s dark wavy hair felt soft beneath her fingers. Her tears blurred the vision of his strong handsome face. “I'm so sorry,” she whispered. “I didn't mean to hurt you.” Elizabeth couldn't afford to fall apart now, she had to get on the horse and carry his body, take it somewhere safe, but…where? She wondered about his wife, his children waiting for his return. Another sob racked her body. “Thank you,” Elizabeth whispered, “for trying to save me. I won't forget you.”
He groaned at her touch and opened his eyes.
“Easy now, boy,” the Captain soothed. “There's no need to be getting so upset.” With every step, the horse backed away, his long legs pawing at the ground. “We're going to be friends, you and I.”
“Come on,” he whispered again, inching forward. Arrow shook his mane and held his ground. The Captain continued toward him, keeping his voice low, calm. He stretched out his fingers to stroke the horse's neck and with the other took hold of the reins.
Arrow reared. The whinny was ear splitting as the horse struck the Captain’s chest. The man lost the reins and fell backward into the dirt. “God damn horse!” the Captain cried, clutching one hand against his chest. He whipped his pistol from his side holster and aimed it at the retreating stallion.
In one fluid movement, the Lieutenant lurched forward into a standing position. He cocked his gun. Elizabeth wasn't sure who was more surprised, her or the Captain. “Drop it,” the young man ordered. Despite his deep strong voice, the tall, muscular man swayed in the moonlight. Ignoring her limp, Elizabeth rushed to his side, but the young soldier held an unsteady hand out against her. Arrow trotted back to his master’s side. “Mount up!”
“Mount what?”
The Lieutenant waved an arm at her and demanded, “Get on the horse!”
“How?”
“Take her,” the Captain laughed at her question. “Pretty little thing, but you'll see, she's more trouble than she's worth. You know she'll only slow you down.”
“Slow us down,” he corrected. “You're going with us, Reynolds. I'm placing you under arrest. Stand and drop your weapons.”
The Captain snickered. “Damn, you've got balls. What makes you think you're going to have any better luck bringing me back than your loyal squad members did? I was your Captain, Lieutenant,” he growled. “You owe me.”
“That was then. Now I’m in control. You're a thief, a murderer and a traitor to your country. I don't need to tell you desertion is punishable by death. I could kill you right now and no one will care.” The young man's body swayed, though his voice was strong, commanding. “I'm going to give you more of a chance than you gave my men. A damn sight more than you gave those stage passengers.” He stepped closer to the Captain. “I said stand and turn over your weapons.”
Silver streams of moonlight poured down on their silhouettes as they sized each other up. It was a full minute before Elizabeth heard the two pistols hit the ground.
“You've lost a lot of blood, son. You don't look so good.” He was right. The young man's broad shoulders rounded as he lowered his head. It was all the Captain needed.
“Look out!” Elizabeth cried as the older man rushed Eric, flattening the young soldier against the ground.
The Lieutenant growled and slammed his fist into the man's chin with a loud crack. The outlaw's head snapped back with considerable force. The soldier pounded the other side of the Captain’s face before slamming his fist into his gut. A black boot kicked at the young man's stomach, knocking him to the ground. The outlaw straddled him and pulled a knife from his tall, scuffed black boot. Elizabeth squealed, too frightened to move. The soldier gripped the older man’s hand, holding the shining blade as far away from him as he could.
A thick cloud of dust permeated her nostrils and mouth as the two men rolled into the shadows. There were nameless grunts and groans as bodies wriggled through the dirt and sand. Fists connected hard against flesh, one blow after another. She dodged as they moved toward her, dragging the sore foot behind her. Searching for anything the young soldier needed to win the fight, her boot caught on a protruding rock and she tripped face first into the dirt.
A man groaned as another fist slammed against flesh. She prayed it wasn't her wounded protector being beat. Time was running out. Sooner or later the others would arrive to help. Elizabeth had to do something.
She grabbed at the only weapon she could find. Prying the stone from the ground, her sore fingers wrapped around its width as their shadows rolled closer. With their uniforms identical, both blue with gold stripes on the arms, Elizabeth was unsure who was who. Voices rose from the canyon below. A horse whinnied.
As the men kicked and rolled around her feet, Elizabeth said a prayer and closed her eyes. It worked once, why not again? Without another thought, she swung the rock down and smashed a skull with a sickening crack. Oh God, please don’t be the Lieutenant.
Heavy quick pants, choking and gasping, came from the shadows. She stepped back, stared at the ground and held her breath as a figure groaned and stumbled to his feet. He stood, tired and winded. Her fearful gaze dropped to the loser, a silent heap along edge of her skirt. Her eyes widened as she studied the loser. Inching away, the figure straightened and plodded forward.
My, he was well-built. She'd never seen anyone so broad shouldered. Her soldier trudged closer, swearing with every movement. Tall and mad, not a good combination.
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