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The following quotation is from an introduction by Henry Steele Commager to Ray Allen Billington’s The Far Western Frontier, published in 1956.




‘No other nation had ever expanded so rapidly or expanded so far without putting an intolerable strain upon the existing political and economic fabric – adding, that what is most impressive about the American expansion is the ease, the simplicity, the seeming inevitability of the whole process.’





Jon Hazard Black wouldn’t have agreed.
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Chapter 1


BOSTON, FEBRUARY 1861


STRONG dark hands lazily stroking a warm spine …


A fragile woman smelling of summer roses …


Shadows and half-light in a deserted hallway …


The rubbed walnut paneling felt solid behind his back. Beneath his fingers, Lyon silk, delicate and heated, inundated his senses with pleasure. Slowly savoring the feel, his hands slid up the silken back of the woman pressed against him, glided over the ruched neckline of her gown to lightly close on naked scented shoulders. She smelled of violets too, and when he unobtrusively turned his head to glance down the darkened hallway, his jaw brushed across perfumed golden curls, soft as feathers.


‘I hope you don’t mind my coaxing you up here.’ A coyly whispered preamble.


‘I don’t mind,’ the deep masculine voice huskily replied.


‘You’re the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen – north or south of the Mason-Dixon line,’ a honeyed southern accent purred, luscious as sable, while a voluptuous body moved provocatively against the man’s obvious arousal.


A low, noncommital murmur modestly acknowledged the sugared compliment while eyes dark as a moonless midnight gazed down at the pretty female held lightly in his hands.


The tall, sun-bronzed man with a faultless face like Attic sculpture, untamed raven hair, and arresting jet eyes, was dressed in full Plains Indian regalia: fringed elkskins decorated with ermine and quillwork; moccasins beaded in sinuous bands of gold, red, and black; an exquisite collar of bear claws and feathers spilling down his partially bared chest.


It was that heavily muscled chest which was currently the object of the lady’s rapt attention; its contours were being caressed with long, lingering strokes. And the two figures, one powerful and tall, the other dainty and fragrant, pressed together in the dimly lit second floor corridor, were carrying on an abbreviated, softly murmured conversation between languid body movements and gently roving hands.


‘Where are you from?’ the extravagantly clothed woman, arrayed in lavish French court dress, whispered. Her hands moved down, slipping under the waistband of the leather leggings.


‘Montana,’1 the hawk-faced man replied on a sharply drawn breath.


‘What tribe is all this from?’ she asked in a soft, throaty tone, and while her question implied the costume, her fingers were touching his blatantly rigid manhood.


He swallowed once before answering, ‘Absarokee,’2 and immediately felt the small hand suspend its exploration. Correctly interpreting the hesitation, he murmured in clarification, ‘Mountain Crow,’ giving the name the outside world knew.


The intimate fingers began moving again, drifting upward, luxuriating in the rock-hard sinew and muscle beneath her, slowly gliding hands, and every nerve in her heated body melted into flame at the raw power underlying the dark skin. She could sense the years of physical exertion and training, could almost inhale the exotic smell of far-flung prairie and mountain. He was inches taller than most men, strong, quiet, the incarnation of majestic nature and freedom.


Why hadn’t he kissed her yet? Why? she somewhat petulantly asked herself, when it was perfectly clear he wasn’t immune to her charms. Lillebet Ravencour wasn’t accustomed to such resolute control; men had been throwing themselves at her feet since she was sixteen. In a whisper of silk she stirred against his lean form, with a delicate balance acquired long ago – that perfect nuance, subtly ambiguous, between suggestion and demureness – moved into the male hardness and felt it swell against her although no sound came from the man holding her easily in his arms. Now he’d kiss her, she thought, and the lovely face framed in golden ringlets lifted expectantly.


But he didn’t kiss her. Instead, his strong hands slid around her back and legs and, lifting in one smooth movement of shifting thigh and bicep muscles, put an end to their mating ceremonies. He carried her swiftly into the nearest bedroom, the lush folds of primrose silk billowing over his arm, trailing behind in pale, gleaming rivers in the corridor.


Later – only moments later – did he kiss her. He kissed her all over while he slowly undressed her. His mouth and lips and tongue caressed every curve, swell, hollow, every cresting peak and luscious plane. He kissed her in places she’d never been kissed before, intimate, dewy places, and she thought at first she’d die when his warm breath touched her there … But she didn’t die, of course, and when his tongue followed where his mouth and teeth so obligingly led, a tongue that licked and teased, she knew she’d never been so near paradise.


She regained her reason briefly when he rose to strip off his own clothes. Kicking off his moccasins, he pulled the leather shirt over his head in one swift masculine tug. ‘What if someone comes in?’ she murmured, watching him toss the necklace on the bedside table with one hand and strip the leather leggings from his lean hips with the other. Stepping out of the fringed trousers, he left them where they lay, inches from a tumble of lace petticoats representing six months’ hand labor of a dozen peasant women. Tall, broad-shouldered, lean near spareness through torso and hips, he walked the short distance to the bed, his erection beautifully formed. Lillebet’s gaze dropped as if magnetized by the sight, and the fire between her thighs burned higher.


‘Don’t worry,’ he quietly assured her, his body already lowering over hers. Intent on the pulsing arousal even now sliding slowly into her womanly sweetness, his long-lashed eyes lifted and he glanced up at her face. Her eyes were tightly closed, her mouth slightly open, her breathing intermittently punctuated with little panting whimpers.


The lady seemed satisfied. He forgot about the question and bent to kiss the softly parted lips.


*

THREE blocks away, on a gently sloping street, elevated enough to offer a glittering view across the Charles River, a young girl with unruly flame-red hair stood at her bedroom window, looking out into the wet, dense darkness.


‘Another night of fog,’ she lamented with a sigh, dropping the heavy lace curtain back over the small paned window. ‘I suppose it’ll be too rainy to go riding again tomorrow.’


The elderly woman readying the bed ignored the sigh and the dispirited comment. ‘Come sit down, Miss Venetia, and I’ll braid your hair.’


The nightgowned girl padded barefoot across the plush pink carpet and flopped dejectedly on the bed. ‘Dammit, Hannah, if I don’t get out riding soon, I’m going to die of boredom!’


‘Miss Venetia,’ her former nanny turned personal maid remonstrated, ‘watch your tongue. If your mama ever heard you, she’d have you put to bed without supper for a week.’


Unmollified by the threat, the young woman with wide spaced eyes the color of clear mountain lakes wrinkled her face into a momentary pout. ‘Since I see her only at teatime on the rare days she’s home and doesn’t have a headache, it’s not likely she’ll ever hear, Hannah. Besides, Daddy doesn’t care if I swear once in a while. He says one has to release one’s frustrations somehow; and being a girl leaves out almost every other conceivable way of releasing frustration. Except shopping, of course,’ she finished scathingly. ‘as Mama spends her life doing.’


‘Come now, pet, it’s not so bad.’ Hannah had been soothing these childish tantrums and gloom since Venetia first entered the world.


The slim young girl fell back on the bed in a lethargic sprawl, her tumbled red hair in jarring juxtaposition to the rose-colored bedspread. The eyelet bedcover had been selected, as had all the room’s decor, by a mother stubbornly resistant to the imperfection of her daughter’s coloring. Miss Venetia morosely threw her arms above her head and sighed again. ‘Oh, Hannah, it is. It’s terrible. The only excitement in my life is riding and I haven’t been riding in a week. Rain, rain, fog, rain, cold – every day …’ A third sigh – large and theatrical – drifted across the richly furnished room.


*

IT WAS, in fact, a typical chilly winter night in Boston, damp and misty, and the gas street lamps, enveloped in dense fog, glowed in a strangely eerie way.


Only a short distance away from the young girl complaining of the cold, in one of the opulent guest chambers of the Gothic revival mansion on Beacon Street, the night was far from chilled. Actually, it was extremely heated, and the sweat-sheened body of the lithe, dark-skinned man giving pleasure to the feverishly aroused woman beneath him attested to the fact.


His urgent hunger struck her as wildly barbaric, the magnificent body and willful hands did things to her which played havoc with her senses. A sense of being possessed – of capitulation – overwhelmed her, heating her passion deliriously. She was moaning, gentle whimpers of pleasure, breaking into breathy exhalations on each slow downthrust of the slim boned hips poised above her. With each withdrawal stroke, her white ringed fingers tightened on copper skin until the lower back of the tautly muscled man was bloodied and laced with scratches.


Immune to the clawed paths on his back, he was murmuring into the smooth curve of her slender throat: love words, sensual words, coaxing words, words in a strange, unknown language, and that strangeness further excited her … brought her to a cresting pleasure as intense as the expert rhythm moving deep inside her. A tiny bite of his strong white teeth on the soft flesh of her throat inundated her throbbing senses with a wave of passion. Her moist lips opened and she screamed as exquisite ecstasy peaked, tearing through her body, relentless as the rain pounding on the windowpane.


The man glanced at the door before swiftly covering her mouth with his, muffling the cry of illicit love. Only then, having silenced her orgasmic release from the guests below, did he allow himself his own gratifying climax.


Lying on his back afterward, his arm gently encircling the woman at his side, he wondered if she was the kind who asked about scalps. Since entering Boston society four years ago, a modest fortune in gold conferring instant acceptability, he’d discovered that society women responded to him in one of two ways – either with horror, as if a presumptuous servant had drifted in uninvited from the stables, or with undeniable lust. Females of the latter persuasion fell into two further categories – those sympathizing with tender condolence on the plight of the native American aborigine or those interested in the number of scalps he’d taken.


A pale hand floated up his chest, arresting his musing. The dainty belle murmured in her soft, musical drawl, slowly, as if questioning a simple-minded child, ‘Have you killed … many … enemies?’ The last word was defined in long-drawn-out syllables.


For a moment, the man lay very still, from the glistening black hair lying tumbled on his shoulders to the ermine-decorated ankle bracelets he’d not had the time – or the patience – to remove. Then his mouth broke into a smile and, sliding his hands under her arms, he lifted her onto his chest. Gazing at the beautiful face a few inches from his he said, very, very quietly, ‘I’ve found so few enemies at Harvard this year, the killing business has been slow.’


She squealed a little at the sound of the deep, cultured voice offering the prosaic answer and she quivered pleasantly against his body. An instant later, the lady’s full lower lip pushed out in a coquettish pout. ‘Well … don’t tell me before.’


‘You never asked … before,’ he softly replied, his grin widening.


‘You led me on.’ The lush Charleston cadence was flirtatious.


‘At the risk of contradicting a lady,’ he said, warm laughter in his eyes, ‘that point’s debatable.’


A slow, sensual smile greeted his remark. ‘What are you doing in Boston’ – the delicate pause was scented with graceful suggestion – ‘otherwise?’ Her small leg slid seductively between his.


‘Besides this, you mean,’ he murmured, his easily aroused libido responding to the soft hips which had begun moving in a lazy motion atop him. ‘Going to school,’ he replied in a minimum way, positive the lady wasn’t looking for a lengthy explanation, which would have had to begin with the California gold rush and the U.S. government’s treaties with the Plains tribes in 1851. Hazard’s father had understood the inevitable impact of those enormous migrations west, and when his only son was old enough, he’d sent him east to school. Considering the time, the place, and the woman’s soft, undulating hips, Hazard condensed the complex reasons he was at Harvard and briefly added, ‘My father insisted I learn the white man’s ways.’


She lowered her head and lightly traced his upper lip with her tongue. ‘You,’ she breathed softly, ‘could give lessons.’


His eyes were amused, his voice like velvet. ‘Thank you, ma’am.’


He was being stroked and petted, her soft hands sliding over the muscles of his shoulders, down his chest, back up again. ‘Do you have a name?’ she asked, her fingers slipping into the dark hair lying on his shoulders.


It checked him for a moment, the casual arrogance of her ignorance, but the intent was benign, so he answered laconically, ‘White or Indian?’


‘Both.’ She brushed his shoulder free of his long dark hair.


‘I’m known as Jon Hazard Black here. My Absarokee name is Is-bia-shibidam Dit-chilajash – Hazard the Black Cougar.’


Pouting prettily again, a gesture Hazard thought particularly amiable to her redolent charm, she ran her lush tongue over her bottom lip and said, ‘You didn’t ask me my name.’


The thought hadn’t occurred to him. ‘I’m sorry,’ Hazard politely dissembled; ‘you were so distracting. Are distracting,’ he amended, as the rhythm of her hips began to redirect the focus of his thoughts. ‘Tell me your name …’ His hands gently tracing the curve of her silky bottom paused momentarily when she whisperingly replied. But then she slid upward languidly and against his better judgment – since he knew tonight’s hostess downstairs would very soon miss not only him, but his companion – his hands resumed their lazy massage. His rising maleness, at the moment, ardently contradicted good judgment. The velvet-skinned Lillebet, who, he’d just discovered, was his hostess’s sister-in-law, gazed into his dark eyes and murmured softly, ‘So soon?’


‘As you see,’ he replied with a charming smile acquired from similar conversations with highborn females eager to be seduced, ‘your attractions,’ he went on in a husky rasp while his slender bronze fingers slipped down the fullness of pink flesh and slid inside a hot, slick moistness, ‘fascinate me.’ He had not only learned to sip sherry and debate philosophy at Harvard, he’d learned every New England variation on the universal language of love. He then kissed her fingertips one by one and when he licked her thumb, she whispered, ‘Please, Hazard.’


‘Soon.’


‘Now, please, oh God, please.’ His lean fingers had continued stroking deep inside her with a controlled expertise any artist would envy.


‘Hush.’ He kissed her lightly, then teasingly ran his free hand over and over the sensitive full undercurve of her breasts, stopping just short of the peaked hard nipples waiting for his touch. And when, after what seemed a breathless eternity, his thumb and forefinger closed over one pink crest and pulled lightly, the lady groaned, a low, quivering whimper. Sliding upward swiftly, he carried her with him. His hair caught and he felt an abrupt tug as the leather tie that held his hair pulled loose.


‘Please!’


And his thoughts of the hair tie waned. Effortlessly, he lifted the golden-haired woman with pleading eyes and slid her ready sheath of love onto his hard length. He pressed down lightly on her slender hips. Her head fell back as she cried out softly, a trembling pleasure sound, and her tiny hands brushed a restless, feathery path across Hazard’s chest. Lifting her lightly once or twice, he set the sensuous rhythm and then she took over, riding him, slowly, lingeringly. He lay back against the pillows, shut his eyes and, while his hands stroked her thighs, he luxuriated in the pleasure building by degrees.


His ears, attuned by practice and necessity to the slightest sound, heard doors softly opening and shutting down the hall, and the reasonable part of his brain suggested he discontinue this exercise in pleasure for prudence’s sake … or at least turn out the light. The rash part of his mind knew there was neither man nor beast in Boston he feared, so he disregarded both alternatives. In addition, he was currently beyond reason and nearing an intensely felt orgasm.


He did look up when the door opened to gauge the extent of the danger, and his dark passion-hazed glance locked for a brief moment with that of his hostess. A flash of anger passed over her face before the door abruptly shut. An explanation and tactful apology would be required there, he thought, just before the woman above him collapsed in his arms and he allowed himself release, pulsing into her, drenching her warm honeyed interior with the liquid warmth of his lovemaking.


*

A HALF-HOUR later he was back downstairs, alone, his costume restored, his wide shoulders resting against one of the ballroom’s decorative pilasters, a glass of brandy in hand, his dark eyes roaming the gilded, bejeweled, costumed members of Boston’s refined society.


One of its number was absent upstairs, her coiffeur thoroughly ruined. He had every confidence the harried maid attending her mistress would rearrange all to order soon and Mrs. Theodore Ravencour would reappear in all her Pompadorian elegance.


Jon Hazard Black’s exotic attire shone with its full magnificence, and only the most discerning would note that the braided leather thong formerly confining the thick black hair was missing, incongruously replaced by a pale blue ribbon hastily purloined from Lillebet’s elaborately embellished gown. Somewhere in the rumpled disarray of silk sheets and comforters, a braided thong lay and, he hoped with an inner smile of pure mischief, it would be found by a servant straightening the bed rather than by the room’s night occupants.


He’d been downstairs for no more than five minutes when his hostess, Cornelia Jennings, smiling and amiably chatting, gracefully crossed the crowded ballroom with no apparent destination in mind. Hazard knew better, knew he was her destination, and watched her slow progress with bemusement. She reached him after a time and when she was close enough to him not to be overheard, she said in a vehement whisper, ‘How could you, Jon! My God, she’s my sister-in-law! Don’t you care for me at all?’ she hissed, her eyes suddenly bright with the glisten of frustration.


Looking down at the beautiful, troubled face, Hazard very soothingly said, ‘Of course I care. I adore you, Cornelia.’ As the tightness diminished slightly in her pretty face, he added in a low murmur, ‘You are, sweet, the loveliest … hostess … in Boston.’


The fashionable young woman, swayed by the flowered compliment, became intent on more urgent matters at hand. Her pale grey eyes, gazing into his, lost their anger and flared hot with an emotion familiar to the tall man dressed in elkskins.


‘Oh, Hazard,’ his hostess sighed as her hand, hidden by the folds of her voluminous skirt, stole into his. ‘It’s been four days. I’ve missed you.’


Hazard nodded, his dark eyes understanding. ‘I know. Exams, love – and a tutor who refuses to be agreeable.’


Aware of his finely tuned responses, her dainty fingers tightened on his and in a stirring of silk gauze she tugged him away from the wall. ‘I’ve your favorite brandy upstairs.’ She met his teasing gaze with her own, ardent with inquiry, and moved slightly in the direction of the stairway.


He looked at her sideways, considering, then smiled into the hot, pleading eyes. When it had to be done, it could be done, Hazard reflected. He’d acquired that type of courage as a youth. And with the smitten ladies of Boston, he’d discovered this new application. Taking a deep breath, he tossed down his brandy and allowed himself to be led upstairs once again.


And for the second time in as many hours he found himself on silk sheets, doing his deft and imaginative best to assimilate the pleasant social civilities of upper-class Boston society.





Chapter 2


HAZARD’S school years in Boston blended a dual existence. He was, without complaint, sought after for his charm and sensual appeal. Attuned to flirtation and dalliance as due an Absarokee warrior, he easily accepted the multitude of female favors cast in his direction. But aside from the casual idleness of his amorous enterprises, he devoted the major portion of each day to a scholarly regimen. Obedient to his father’s wishes, he utilized his time competently, faithful to his intended mission: to educate himself in order to aid his clan’s transition into the future. He never forgot why he was sent away.


Encouraged by his uncle Ramsay Kent, relocated Yorkshire baronet, geologist, and adopted Absarokee married to his aunt, Hazard studied geology under the noted Swiss naturalist Agassiz, who had been invited to deliver a course of lectures at Harvard in 1847, subsequently had been offered a chair, and had stayed.


The Agassiz Museum at Harvard, founded two years before Hazard matriculated, became his second home. As a volunteer, helping catalogue the newly formed collection, Hazard soon found in Louis Agassiz a warm and gentle friend. Already in his fifties, Agassiz was a pleasant voluble man with a childlike devotion to science and an eager interest in the politics of the day. Some of Hazard’s most genial times were those spent in the dusty museum work rooms talking with the professor. He learned from Agassiz, listened, and with the keenly bright idealism of youth, sometimes argued politics with him.


Through Agassiz, Hazard met Holmes, Emerson, Lowell, and Longfellow, first learned about the ‘women’s rights’ movement and was introduced to the anti-slavery and secessionist debates, a dynamic force in the society of the time. Social reform was in the air.


When a hiatus was needed from his studies, Hazard occasionally gave in to the coaxing of his less studious classmates.


‘Come on, Hazard. Time to howl.’


‘Too much to do.’


‘Hell … stuff it until tomorrow.’ The young man in evening dress advanced another step into Hazard’s neatly arranged room, dropped gracefully into an overstuffed chair and importuned in a softly shaded Bostonian accent. ‘Come on. We’re starting at Mama’s ‘Thursday evening.’ She especially made me promise to bring ‘that nice young man from the Yellowstone.’’ A quick smile emphasized his words. ‘You charmed her to the tips of her egret plumes last time with all that talk about Longfellow and Hiawatha.’


‘Maybe next time, Parker,’ Hazard politely declined. ‘Really, I’ve lots of studying to do.’


‘My sister Amy’ll be there.’


‘She’s too young.’ Hazard remembered a young girl dressed all in white, looking very marriageable. Not his style.


‘You’re remembering Beth, Hazard. Amy’s my sister married to Witherspoon. She particularly asked about you. Something about your dark brooding eyes, I think,’ Parker teased.


Hazard recalled the sister, even though he’d forgotten her name. She was ebony-haired, pale skinned, with a bosom that attracted attention and the kind of glance the term ‘bedroom eyes’ had been coined for. She’d sat across the dinner table from him one night, but he and Parker hadn’t stayed long enough that evening for him to discover whether Amy delivered more than amorous glances. ‘I don’t know …’ Hazard equivocated, his memory drawn to that unforgettable bosom.


‘Tell him he has to come, Felton,’ Parker instructed the fair, slim man just crossing the threshold, equally resplendent in white tie.


‘Have to, Hazard,’ Felton declared in the blunt delivery so characteristically his own. ‘Parker’s Mama’s At-Home Night is just for starters. Have a room rented at Shawdlings. It’s Munroe’s birthday today and we promised him Sarah and her friends tied up in a bow.’


‘Don’t need me for that.’


‘Who the hell else can keep Munroe from breaking up the place if you don’t? Have to come. He won’t listen to anyone else.’


‘Besides, Hazard,’ Parker added, ‘Amy said her husband was out in Erie for a week. Don’t know why she wanted to mention that,’ he said with a mocking raised brow.


‘Erie …’ Hazard slowly repeated, digesting the interesting possibilities.


‘Two hundred miles away and no night train,’ Parker reminded him.


Felton and Parker exchanged entertained glances.


Hazard looked first at one, then the other. He too smiled. ‘Give me ten minutes to rig out,’ he said mildly.


*

CONSEQUENTLY, between classmates, bedmates, and bookish ways, the spring of Hazard’s senior year at Harvard was extraordinarily busy. Schoolwork and papers required a certain amount of energy as did his simultaneous liaisons with the sisters-in-law on Beacon Street and an attentive Amy Witherspoon, all of whom he managed to satisfy surprisingly often.


Outside forces intervened into this busy ménage when the tensions brewing between North and South exploded at Fort Sumter in April. The battle lines had already been drawn at Christmas. After the holidays none of the Harvard class from Dixie returned. South Carolina had seceded, a Confederate Congress had assembled, and Major Anderson was within the walls of Fort Sumter. South Carolina’s legislature authorized the seizure of all arsenals, arms, and forts within her limits. On January 3, Governor Brown of Georgia ordered the seizure of forts Pulaski and Jackson at Savannah; on the 4th, the authorities of Alabama seized Fort Morgan; on the 10th, the authorities of Mississippi seized the forts and other United States property within her limits; on the 12th, the navy yard and property at Pensacola were taken; on the 28th, the rebels of Louisiana took the United States revenue-cutter and the money in the mint at New Orleans; and to complete the list, General Twiggs of Texas surrendered the United States forces and property in his hands into the power of the rebels.


The War of Rebellion was just a matter of time in coming and everyone knew it.


As early as January 16, Governor Andrew, only eleven days after his inauguration, directed the Adjutant General to issue General Order No. 4, which brought the Massachusetts Militia into battle readiness. Concurrently, the legislature issued a statement that ‘it is the universal sentiment of the people of Massachusetts, that the President should enforce the execution of the laws of the United States, defend the Union, protect national property’; and, to this end, the State ‘cheerfully tenders her entire means, civil and military, to enable him to do so.’


A few days later, on the 11th of February a great meeting was held in Cambridge. The City Hall was crowded. Hazard listened to John Palfrey speak briefly. ‘South Carolina,’ he said, ‘has marshalled herself into revolution; and six states have followed her, and abandoned our government.’


Richard H. Dana, Jr., made the speech of the occasion. He said that the South was in a state of mutiny; he was against John Brown raids and uncompromisingly for the Union. He was opposed to the Crittenden compromise and held to the faith of Massachusetts. This meeting uttered the sentiments of the majority of the state.


When Sumter was fired on, Massachusetts was better prepared for war than most states. Her militia had spent the winter and spring nights drilling, recruiting, and organizing.


On the 15th of April 1861, Governor Andrew received a telegram from Washington to send forward at once 1,500 men.


Parker dashed into Hazard’s room three days after Sumter, followed two steps later by Felton and Munroe. ‘We’re joining up. You’ve got to “list up” in Jennings’ Company!’


‘Jennings’ Company?’ Cornelia’s husband? Not likely, Hazard thought. ‘No, thanks,’ he said. ‘Besides, this isn’t my war.’


‘Don’t you care about the slaves?’ they all exclaimed, practically in unison.


He did, of course, and they knew it. Hazard had been quietly attending the antislavery meetings for some time, in sympathy with any human in bondage.


‘Jennings has the best damn uniforms north of Richmond,’ Felton declared enthusiastically.


‘Not a great reason to get shot at.’


‘The war won’t be long.’


‘Over by fall, everyone says.’


‘Chance for glory, Hazard. It’ll be a lark!’


Hazard had seen enough killing and death to disagree about the ‘lark’ side of it, but he didn’t argue with his bright-eyed friends. ‘Have a good time, then. I’m heading west as soon as classes are over. If you’re ever in Montana, look me up.’


‘Hazard, we need you,’ they pleaded. ‘Who else can track like you and shoot like you and ride a horse like – hell, like it was part of you?’ Munroe finished, the excitement high in his voice.


‘Haven’t ever seen a man jump on and off a galloping horse like you do, Hazard,’ Felton quietly remarked, ‘not even in the circus.’


‘Say you’ll come,’ Parker demanded. ‘You’re perfect for Jennings’ Cavalry Company.’


‘Sorry, I can’t,’ Hazard said.


But when Major Jennings came personally the following day to ask him to join the company and offered him captain’s bars, Hazard had a harder time saying no.


Jennings wasn’t deterred. ‘Let’s have a brandy,’ he said, ‘and talk about it, Mr. Black.’


And when Hazard said, ‘Call me Jon,’ Jennings knew he was talking to a reasonable man.


Neither mentioned Cornelia, masculine protocol concerning ‘discretionary affairs’ functioning smoothly. Both understood women had their place in the society they frequented, but the coming war was strictly outside that sphere and its outcome depended on rational considerations, not emotion.


Over a good brandy, they got down to business.


‘I need you,’ Jennings said, ‘Very badly. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. I’m putting a cavalry company together, and with you as scout I think we could operate damned effectively. Your reputation’s formidable.’


‘Thank you, Major, but I’ve already told Parker and Felton how I feel. It’s not my war.’


‘People in slavery are everyone’s concern. Certainly you, more than most, must sympathize—’ Hazard’s cool look stopped him midsentence. ‘I’m sorry if I offended you,’ Jennings calmly went on, pleased to see he’d struck a sensitive nerve and determined to press that sensitivity to the limit, ‘but it might be instructional to you in other ways. An understanding of the Army’s operation surely would be of use to you.’


‘I expect I could read that in a book somewhere and save myself being shot at by Johnny Reb,’ Hazard replied, equally calmly, although his dark eyes were not calm.


‘Would money make a difference? I’m prepared to offer you whatever you want.’


‘I don’t need money.’


A heretical irreverence to one descended from eight generations of Boston merchant princes, but Major Jennings smoothly said, ‘Forgive me. As you see, I’m willing to try anything.’


‘I’m sure you can find someone else.’


‘Not with your qualifications. I’ll be blunt. You and I both know, under the circumstances (and that was the closest Jennings came to mentioning Hazard’s liaison with his wife), if I had any other choice, I’d take it. But my men need you and that’s why I’m here personally to speak to you. Wet-behind-the-ears pups like Parker and Felton and Munroe are going to be dead the first week unless men like you with experience can teach them some rudiments of survival. Our duties will be primarily raiding, picketing, and scouting, all unorthodox in tactics. It’s not something you learn in Boston drawing rooms.’


‘Where did you learn?’ Hazard inquired, curious for the first time about the man Cornelia lived with. Jennings was as suavely polished as two hundred years of wealth allowed, but under the gentlemanly exterior was solid toughness – and a natural directness Hazard couldn’t help but admire.


‘Fought with Scott in Mexico in ‘47. I was one of those green pups myself then. Just a damned lucky one, is all. I lived long enough to learn the ropes. And that’s what I’m asking you to do. Help me teach these friends of yours what it’s all about.’


Hazard didn’t reply. He looked out the window at the cherry tree blooming across the street from Young’s Coffee House, thought of the wild plum trees in bloom in the low valleys back home, remembered Douglass’ fiery speech last week and the far more poignant narrative of the woman who’d lost her husband and son on their escape north. It didn’t seem right that a young child and his father should be hunted down with bloodhounds. Turning his gaze from the sunlit landscape outside, Hazard said, ‘I may go home from time to time.’


Jennings face broke into a wide smile and his hand shot out to vigorously take Hazard’s. ‘Anytime. Anytime at all,’ he agreed, gripping Hazard’s hand like a sincerely pleased man. ‘I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. How much the company appreciates it. We’re unofficially attached to the First Regiment, but we’ll be moving out before them. When can you be ready?’ he asked in the next breath.


Sliding his hand free, always slightly uneasy with the American practice of touching strangers in public, Hazard replied, ‘Two weeks. I’ve a last paper to prepare.’


‘Could I find you help with that?’


‘I prefer doing it myself.’


‘Of course,’ the major quickly assented, having been warned of Hazard’s peculiar notions about scholarship. ‘Two weeks it is. All your friends will be pleased. They were going to be the second assault wave if mine failed.’


‘You’re persuasive, Major,’ Hazard politely answered, his smile gracious.


But Tyler Jennings hadn’t tripled his father’s fortune without a keen intelligence and he knew it hadn’t been any of his arguments that had won the day. He had a strange feeling Hazard’s mind had been made up prior to their discussion. ‘I’m damned lucky you’re riding with us, Jon,’ he said, rising and holding out his hand once again. ‘Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome,’ Hazard replied, courteously relinquishing his hand to the American ritual once again. ‘Do you think we’ll really free the slaves, Major, or do you think it’s simply another money war?’


So that was why he was doing it. A genuine idealism under that practical exterior. ‘We’ll free ’em, all right. Damned if we won’t. Starting in two weeks.’


Hazard smiled at the ready assurance. ‘Good night, Major.’


‘Evening, Jon,’ Jennings said and started for the door. He turned back after three steps. ‘Send your measurements to my tailor – Walton.’


‘He has them.’


‘Ah … I thought that coat was his cut. Good. I’ll have him start on your uniform tomorrow. Any preferences?’


Hazard shook his head, then reconsidered. ‘A patch on the left shoulder; a black cougar.’


Jennings eyebrows lifted a fraction. ‘Your name?’


‘Yes.’


‘Done.’


*

FROM the 13th of April when Fort Sumter fell to the 20th of May, one hundred fifty-nine applications were granted to responsible parties for leave to raise companies in Massachusetts and they all left Boston with cheers and wishes of Godspeed from the enthusiastic multitudes.


After sending a note to his parents via Ramsay Kent, Hazard set off for what the politicians and northern papers considered a ‘brief summer war.’ The Sixth Cavalry Corps arrived at Annapolis on the morning of May third and landed in the afternoon. A week later they were camped in Virginia. The rout at Bull Run in July, where nearly 18,000 men in blue fled for their lives, put illusionary dreams of a three-month war to rest.


Jennings’ was one of only seven companies of cavalry taking part in the Battle of Bull Run, but the firm front they displayed while covering the precipitate retreat probably saved a large proportion of the army from annihilation by Stuart’s cavalry. The North had confidently expected to crush the Rebellion at once. Cavalry was an expensive arm and federal authorities had not encouraged volunteer cavalry. Owing to the broken and wooded character of the field of operations and the improvements in rifled firearm, veteran opinion had decided the role of the cavalry would be unimportant and secondary.


Bull Run changed that opinion. It also ignominiously altered northern assumptions of a speedy crushing of the Rebellion.


Jennings’ Light was well suited to operate as a raiding expedition, depending on the country for sustenance, destroying railway lines, bridges, depots, provisions, and telegraph lines. Raiding was a way of life for Hazard, honed to perfection by years of training. Soon their company was unofficially known as the Cougars and their reputation preceded them.


As a moral factor and an engine of destruction, the cavalry raids were a great success. They destroyed millions of dollars’ worth of Confederate supplies (increasingly difficult to replace as the war progressed) and cut communications, and often, due to their extreme mobility, the complete surprise of their attacks deep within enemy territory resulted in demoralizing and panic-stricken retreats.


Hazard met Custer early on when Custer rode into Abbottstown to take over his first command as brigadier general. The youngest general in the U.S. Army wore a black velvet uniform trimmed in gold lace and his blond mustache and mass of blond curling hair attracted instant attention. Hazard was one of the numerous field officers introduced to the new general.


The fantastic clothes didn’t disturb Hazard. The Absarokee were far more resplendent in their dress. And unlike many of the other officers who resented Custer’s promotion and romantic style, Hazard knew in the long run it was victories that made generals, not clothes. He had seen more than his share of fine dressers fired for poor fighting, and Custer’s reputation for success was growing.


So when they met, they took note of each other, for Hazard’s hybrid uniform of fringed buckskin and Walton-tailored tunic caught the interest of George Armstrong Custer. Their hair, too, shared a common length, and they had their youth in common.


‘You’re with Jennings’ Cougars,’ Custer said, but there was curiosity in his glance and inquiry in his voice.


‘Yes sir,’ Hazard laconically replied.


‘But not a Boston native, I take it,’ Custer pressed.


‘No sir.’


Custer smiled at the cryptic answer. He’d heard tales of Hazard’s escapades, of Jennings’ Indian scout whose handling of explosives was magical. He could set a mine with unearthly precision and timing. He was also, it was said, the first man in and the last man out on forays to blow up railway bridges. And on the many occasions when escape seemed impossible, Hazard always found a way out. There was the time when pursuit wouldn’t allow their raiding party the opportunity to blow up the locomotive, so they fired it up and headed home, tearing up track and blowing up the bridges behind them. They brought in eighty cars of rolling stock that raid and received personal recommendations from President Lincoln. Jennings made lieutenant colonel for that, and Hazard was awarded oak-leaf clusters for major.


It was also rumored Hazard was an important link in an underground railroad bringing out slaves from as far south as Georgia. And he and Parker had the dubious honor of being featured on a Confederate list of persons to be killed, for the brash arrogance of dining with J.E.B. Stuart on one of their spy missions into the South. So Custer smilingly remarked, ‘We’re happy you’re on our side, Major Black.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Can we recruit any more where you came from, Major? You’re invaluable.’


‘I’m all they can spare, sir.’


‘A pity.’


‘Yes sir,’ Hazard pleasantly agreed.


But their paths crossed frequently in the months ahead and they came to recognize in each other a reckless contempt for danger, a boundless confidence, and an inherent regard for destiny’s calling.


Jennings’ Cougars fought from Bull Run to Appomattox, taking part in grand charges at Chancellorsville and Gettysburg, at Gaines’ Mill and Brandy Station. But they mostly fought as they were needed, mounted or dismounted, with saber, Spencer rifles, or Colt revolvers.


Dismounted, they held in check long lines of the enemy’s infantry with Sheridan at Dinwiddie Court House; with Gamble’s brigade at Upperville, crouched behind stone walls, they stopped a devastating charge. They helped rout Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg and spearheaded the last advances after Petersburg.


Finally, it was nearly over. Lee’s trains, heavily escorted, were found moving toward Burkeville in an attempt to escape south. A favorable opportunity for an attack of the long Confederate column occurred at Sailor’s Creek, where Custer, with the Third Cavalry Division, including Jennings’ Cougars, charged the force guarding the train and routed it, capturing three hundred wagons.


This success, supported by the position of Crook’s cavalry division planted squarely across Lee’s line of retreat, had the effect of cutting off three of the Confederate’s infantry divisions. As the Sixth Corps moved up in the Army of Northern Virginia’s rear, nearly the entire force was captured. This included General Ewell and six of his generals, fifteen guns, thirty-one battle flags, and ten thousand prisoners.


Sheridan at this time wrote to Grant. ‘If the thing is pressed, I think Lee will surrender.’


And President Lincoln telegraphed Grant the brief message, ‘Let the thing be pressed.’


It was pressed.


For two days the Federal Army pushed. Sharp fighting ensued, but by the night of April 1865, despair fell on the Army of Northern Virginia. Tired, desperate, and starving, Lee’s army of brave, hardy men was finished.


The next day, a flag of truce called for suspension of hostilities, and the war was over.


*

ON THE day after the surrender at Appomattox, Hazard received news of his parents’ death in a long-delayed letter that had been two months in coming. Ramsay had written as he lay sick. Sent along with a fur trader the first distance to Fort Benton, the letter had slowly descended the Missouri and then traveled cross-country from St. Joe. Printed in large, untutored script on the envelope when Hazard received it was an added message from the fur trader, succinctly blunt: Kent dead Feb. 10. The terrible tidings of his parents’ and relatives’ deaths enclosed within the letter shook Hazard to the depths of his soul.


A raiding party venturing too close to a wagon train sickened with small-pox had brought the disease back to the Yellowstone. Before the raiding party reached home, the pox had made its appearance, and when they arrived in camp, more than half the party were down with it. The scourge spread like wildfire through the susceptible Absarokee. The camp had broken into small bands, each taking different directions, scattering through the mountains in the hope of running away from the pestilence. All through the winter, the disease had continued its ravages, until it had run its course. Runners were sent through the country from camp to camp and the remnant of the nation assembled near the head of Big Horn River, the ranks of the proud nation terribly thinned.


Hazard had not only lost both his parents, but fully half his clan.


He cried when he received the news. Then he cut his hair … and immediately after, packed his saddle bags. The ritual slashing of his body must wait until he returned home. He’d need his strength for the long trail ahead. The war was over, and in many ways, in the mournful days to come, it seemed as though his life were over too.


His father had been his ideal. Brave, honest, gentle, everything a son could look up to. As head chief, he could have been a prideful man, but never was. He listened to everyone with kindness and as Hazard grew up, he tried to be like him. His mother had been a tall, handsome woman and his father’s only wife. She could make the day bright with her smile, and her unconditional love had always nurtured and sustained Hazard.


It was a sad, bleak homecoming to the hundreds of graves and grieving clansmen when Hazard rode into his village three weeks later. After he’d seen to his parents’ burial sites, he slashed his forearms and chest and legs, and with the blood slowly seeping from his wounds mingled a deep and terrible sense of loss.


*

THE young girl who once sighed at her bedroom windows on rainy nights in Boston had been transmuted into a slender, voluptuous woman, strikingly beautiful. The wide-set azure eyes, full of radiant curiosity, held within them a new maturity. She’d seen much of the ways of polite society and proper manners in those years. Her flame-red mane of hair was unchanged, the spoiled alluring mouth had only become more tempting, while the untamed temper and tendency to release frustration explosively were whispered by some to be a shade less than genteel. Many thought she addressed herself to life with a bit more independence than considered wholly respectable. These unfortunate attributes were laid at the door of her father’s doting regard and enormous wealth.


Regardless of the gossip, Venetia ‘Blaze’ Braddock, with her precocious, high-spirited beauty, was never without a score of ardent suitors. While she flirted, teased, intimidated, or spurned in her own scandalous fashion, she had not, in the parade of lovesick swains, found a man she cared to marry. Blaze was nineteen, and the more vindictive and uncharitable of society matrons remarked with snide satisfaction that she would soon be on the shelf. The untamed beauty had made her own bed, the slightly envious matrons whispered. She had snapped her fingers at every eligible party from Baltimore to Bar Harbor; it would serve her right if she turned into an old maid. Blaze would have laughed derisively had she known what was being said. Blaze Braddock had no intention of ever merely settling for someone to marry.


And her indulgent father agreed. ‘When you find him, honey, you’ll know,’ he told her. He didn’t confide that he’d discovered the truth of this adage outside his own marriage, empty now of everything but malice. He was hoping for better luck for his cherished daughter. ‘Until then,’ he generously admonished, ‘enjoy yourself, with my blessing.’


‘I’m trying, Papa, but most men are incredibly dull.’


‘They’ve been taught their manners, is all, darling.’


‘I’m not talking about manners. I mean their interests are so … so … worthless,’ she petulantly finished. ‘Do you know how shallow most of their brains are, Papa? A nail scratch would touch bottom. And when I bring up some topic of conversation that might be the teeniest bit interesting, they look at me blankly and then change the subject by telling me how beautiful I am.’


‘Well, you are, baby girl of mine; you turn their heads.’ Billy Braddock’s look was that of every proud and doting father.


‘I know I’m beautiful,’ Blaze calmly replied, impatience hurrying the last words, ‘but my God, Daddy, what the hell good is that going to do me if I die of boredom in the meantime with all these dull men I know?’


‘Don’t let your mother hear you swear, baby. You know how she feels about that.’


Blaze shrugged lightly, that admonition so familiar it didn’t require an answer. Then suddenly she giggled and, bringing her twinkling blue-eyed glance up to her father’s, she said, ‘It would be fun, Daddy, just once to swear a blue streak in front of her and watch the smoke come out of her ears.’


Billy Braddock tried not to smile. He’d always politely avoided overt discussions of his and his wife’s differences.


‘I’d say foot-high flames from her nostrils,’ Blaze cheerfully remarked and giggled again.


‘Now, darling,’ the Colonel began, but a sudden image of Millicent’s face after a ‘blue streak’ struck his mind and a chuckle rumbled low in his throat. ‘It would be a sight,’ he laughingly agreed, ‘but promise me now—’


‘I know, Papa,’ Blaze reluctantly acknowledged, her smile diminishing, ‘I never would. But the temptation’s grand at those stupid teas of hers. Do you love me, Papa?’ she suddenly asked, thoughts of her mother always causing unease and a sense of loss. Her eyes were large with childlike need.


The Colonel’s arms opened wide and Blaze entered the familiar comfort of his loving embrace. ‘I love you, darling, more than anything,’ he quietly murmured.


Blaze’s southern belle mother, never having taken an interest in family anyway, ignored the emancipated life of her only child. On the rare occasions when she spoke to her husband and their daughter was mentioned, Millicent Braddock would tersely remark, ‘She’s very like you, William.’ It was not a compliment.


‘Thank you,’ he’d always say, as though the underlying malice had escaped his notice. ‘Do you think Blaze needs new riding boots or a new fur coat?’ he’d ask then in an effort to reach some common ground where civil conversation was possible. Millicent had excellent taste; he couldn’t fault her on that, and he relied on her judgment, at least in Blaze’s younger years, in selecting a suitable wardrobe for his daughter. In later years, he and Blaze had gone alone on their shopping sprees, for by then Blaze had her own sure sense of style.


If he’d believed in divorce, the marriage could have been ended years ago, but it was a rarely elected choice in their social milieu. With wealth, separate lives were a civilized option.


So in the spring of 1865, the William Braddock family, in company with other wealthy investors from Boston and New York, rode west leisurely on a private train of elegantly appointed cars. The trip was an unhurried holiday and an opportunity to check their newly acquired land and mining camps. The weather cooperated with springtime splendor and while the men talked business and the ladies gossiped, Blaze daydreamed about the rugged, wild land of Montana. For a young woman who found life in society positively dull, and was uninterested in the antidotal outlets to female ennui – shopping and adultery – the summer in Montana offered a promise of challenge. A flare of unfamiliar excitement accompanied her on the journey west. She was swept by an unknown, inexplicable wind of freedom.


Hazard spent a month with his people, then moved up to Diamond City where the newest mining claims were being staked.


The eastern investors arrived overland from the railhead outside of Omaha, in twenty leisurely days aboard specially equipped carriages, and settled into Virginia City’s finest hotel. The ladies kept to their elegant sitting rooms, rarely venturing among Virginia City’s eight hotels, seventeen eating places, two churches, two theaters, eight billiard halls, five elegant gambling houses, three hurdy-gurdies, several bawdy houses, and seventy-three saloons, on its mile length of Main Street – the quagmires of mud from the spring rains made leisurely strolls impractical. The ladies had also been warned of the occasional violence, murder, and drunkenness abroad in this large and rough community.


The men rode upcountry to survey the new mines. Blaze accompanied her father.


The mining camps were strung out along the mountain streams required for sluicing or panning gold, rough and ready towns growing overnight when word traveled of a new strike. Although Blaze expected no special privileges as the only woman in the group, her father saw to it she had a private room at night when possible. When more humble conditions prevailed, a blanket was strung up to serve as a sketchy wall. On the nights spent under the stars, she and her father slept side by side in their rough bedrolls, often talking far into the wee hours. It was the first time her father had spoken of his childhood. The starlit heavens reminded him of summers sleeping out of doors as a youngster. A pleasant respite, he’d said, from the crowded hut that was home to his family.


‘How did you ever decide to leave Ireland?’ Blaze asked the first time he’d mentioned his youth.


‘Everyone was dying or dead from the famine,’ he replied simply.


‘Were you afraid to go alone?’


Her father was looking up into the star-studded sky when he answered, his voice as soft as his dying mother’s had been when she’d said the words to him long years ago: ‘The streets are paved with gold.’ There was a short silence before he turned his head toward Blaze and in a normal tone added, ‘That’s what everyone thought in our village.’ Then a faint smile appeared on his lined face. ‘Might be damned near true on this mountainside. We picked up some promising claims today,’ he briskly went on, shaking aside the melancholy memories of his adored mother.


‘How many does your group have now?’ Blaze inquired, responding to the casualness her father had inserted into the conversation.


‘Fred says one hundred eighteen as of today and we’ve a long way to go.’


After traveling for two weeks, the party of investors arrived in Diamond City. The possibility of an enormous strike was in the air. Good color had been showing up in numerous placer claims, indicating a very rich vein, and the investment group was buying up claims as fast as they could.


Blaze had decided to stay in town for the afternoon, but soon the heat in her little hotel room became oppressive. After a week of rain, the humidity pressed down like a fur mask. It was too stifling inside, she decided, after opening the windows in the rough-sawn structure serving as a hotel but getting no relief. Surely outside there would be a breath of a breeze. Somewhere.


Although there were few women in the mining camp, and those visible were of a certain profession, Blaze was unafraid; she was proficient with the two small custom Colts holstered on her hips. She was imbued as well with implicit confidence in her ability to take care of herself. The brown worsted trousers she wore tucked into high boots and the matching silk shirt had caused pursed lips of registered distaste when they had left her mother in Virginia City, but her father had found the upcountry clothes eminently practical.


‘My God, Millie,’ he had said. Since Mrs. William Braddock hated being called Millie, her well-preserved face had flinched with further displeasure. ‘Don’t tell me you want her gallivanting out in the bush in velvet and ruffles.’


‘I do not want her gallivanting, as you so colorfully put it, anywhere at all in this rude country. I wish, William, just once, you would remember that Venetia is a properly raised young lady. Or at least the attempt was made,’ she scathingly added.


‘Godalmighty, woman,’ he’d exploded. She disliked that crudity even more, and if William Braddock had not been a millionaire many times over when he first uttered it to her at the Spring Cotillion in Richmond twenty years earlier, she would have suggested to his face that he go back to the potato fields of Ireland where he most certainly belonged. ‘Blaze is a person, not some sugar confection that’s going to melt in the rain. This country’s beautiful and she’ll enjoy the trip.’


‘Very well, William, do as you like. I have made my opinions known and you have ignored them as usual. I hope you and Venetia have an edifying adventure in the bush.’ The last word was accompanied with a very ladylike shudder.


So, clothed in garments her mother considered scandalous, in a country her mother considered barbarous, with a supple, swinging walk that casually overlooked both opinions, Blaze ascended the hill from the gulch, away from the town, hoping the higher ground would catch an occasional breeze. The steady rain of the last few days had left the ground soggy at best, while the worst was apt to be more like quicksand. Before she’d traveled more than a quarter of a mile through the heavy haze of heat, Blaze’s silk shirt was clinging uncomfortably to her skin. Rolling up the sleeves, she pushed open the neckline as far as respectability allowed, but the dark brown shirt had been a mistake, as it absorbed every searing ray of sun. She prayed for a waft of breeze, a touch of coolness, anything to alleviate the blistering heat.


Halfway up the hill, opposite the ominous ‘hanging tree’ she’d heard talk of, where the local vigilantes had managed to hang 102 desperadoes in the last few months, the trail reached an impasse of unbroken mud. Blaze swore in a soft, articulate stream; the thought of returning to the hotel room was thoroughly uninviting, but at this rate she’d be baked to death by sundown. Reconnoitering several yards up the rocky landscape bordering the trail, she searched for some way around the long stretch of mud. The terrain turned to loose schist ten yards ahead, making the footing dangerous. As she contemplated the difficult ground with a sweeping gaze, her eyes fell on the half-concealed figure of an Indian sleeping in the shade of a rugged mountain juniper.


Crossing the short distance to where he lay, she stood at his feet and nudged him with the toe of her boot. In the course of the last weeks, Blaze had met several Indian scouts and none had seemed particularly terrifying. Furthermore, she’d been born with more than her share of audacity. ‘Get up. I need help.’


The man didn’t move. Unconsciously her sapphire eyes took in the tall, powerful form clothed only in leather leggings and beaded moccasins. He was magnificent. The lean-muscled upper body was clearly defined, his face was straight-nosed and finely modeled, and his hair, tied back with a strip of leather, was like black satin. For a silent moment under the scorching sky she was drawn almost hypnotically to this wild specimen. She noticed a fine lacing of scars on the honed, splendid body and wondered about their history. One diagonal slash slid under the skin-tight leather and her eyes followed its probable course until unaccustomed modesty reminded her such awareness could be dangerous.


Recalled to her surroundings, she quickly nudged the moccasined foot again, this time harder, in response perhaps to her awakened, agitated conscience.


He rolled over then, and his handsome fringed eyes slowly opened. With a glance of appraisal, Jon Hazard Black saw a slender, delicate woman of classical perfection; her hair gleamed on her shoulders, a tumbled, unruly, amber syrup; her eyes were large, her mouth soft and full, and when she spoke, her voice was commanding. ‘Didn’t you hear me?’


Accustomed to servants and too familiar with being indulged in a world which had denied her nothing, Blaze’s tone held a hint of irritation and imperiousness. Today was an aggravating day. It was unbearably hot, she was thwarted in her journey uphill and frustrated she hadn’t gone with her father as usual. The sharpness instantly shattered the illusion of perfection.


‘Carry me over that,’ she ordered, pointing at the stretch of mud. Then in an explanatory cadence, usually reserved for very young children, she added, ‘I … give … dollars.’ She pulled out a twenty-dollar gold piece from her pocket and held it out to the Indian.


Only the eyes responded in the unmoving man. Hazard, reared in the mighty Absarokee culture, son of a chief and a chief in his own right, reacted poorly to orders from women. That was when he was in a good mood. Otherwise he didn’t react at all. Today was not one of his better days. He had had a furious argument with an agent for some mining group that wanted to buy his claim. When he’d said it wasn’t for sale, the man refused to believe him. He eventually did, of course, at the point of a rifle, but Hazard never liked being threatened. And he’d been catching up on much-needed sleep when the woman walked up. Survival in these mining camps as well as in the mountains often depended on sleeping lightly, if at all.


‘Forty dollars,’ Blaze stated curtly, thinking an increased bid would force a response, as she drew out another gold piece.


Not a ripple altered the unflustered rangy form. He was stronger than she was. It was no contest. Dark lashed eyes lowered once more in repose.


‘Don’t you understand?’ Blaze exploded. ‘Carry … me … over … mud.’ Still receiving no response, Blaze paused in exasperation, stamped her small booted foot, and made the mistake of drawing her pistol. It was a stupid thing to do, and if less tested by the sun and less frustrated, she’d have known better.


In a blur of movement, swift and smooth as a striking panther, Hazard was on his feet and the gun was chopped from her with the hard edge of his hand. Blaze found herself hurtling to the ground with an abruptness that rattled her teeth. Pinned beneath a hard body, her heart began pounding wildly. Good Lord, she thought, he was angry, half-naked, an Indian. What had she done?


‘Stupid bitch,’ he growled, his dark eyes smoldering with fury.


Thank God, he spoke some English at least. ‘I’m sorry,’ she cried in humiliation and acute fear. ‘Please forgive me …’ Her breath was arrested halfway in her throat and her pulse pounded. Would he kill her, rape her, scalp her? What a fool she was.


Hazard’s gaze moved from her face, falling on her throat just above her buttoned blouse, and he wondered if her skin underneath the modest neckline was as smooth and golden. The anger softened in the dark eyes and his expression changed, relaxing the grim line of his mouth. With his hands closed on her wrists beneath him, her breasts were crushed against his bare chest – nothing separated them but tissue-thin silk. She could count the beats of his heart, and felt them quickening against her.


Releasing one wrist, he took the brown silk of her blouse between his finger and thumb and gently pulled the neckline to reveal the lace of her chemise and a curve of pure white breast. Her eyes opened wide under Hazard’s gaze. He had never seen such vivid pools of aquamarine.


With increasing terror, Blaze felt his hardened maleness rising against her thigh and knew why his heartbeat had quickened. Should she scream? Would he kill her then? ‘Please …’ she repeated, her blue eyes entreating.


His fingertips lightly traced the curve of her jaw, threading back through her tangled hair, and for a brief moment Hazard thought of various ways he could please her. He hadn’t had a woman for a long time, since he refused to use the prostitutes in camp. He hesitated for a moment, his jet eyes masking his thoughts, but his better judgment prevailed; with a deep sigh, his hand dropped away. He lifted Blaze to her feet, and they stood face to face for a brief second. He towered over her by more than a foot. He picked up her gun and carefully returned it to its holster. She noticed his beautiful hands, with slender, hard fingers and very strong muscles. Without a word he lifted her into his arms, walked back to the trail, and waded into the mud.


Startled at first by the suddenness of his actions, Blaze soon felt a trembling sense of relief. But before the long walk was concluded, a new emotion agitated her mind. An unfamiliar, quivering feeling of intimate warmth, which had nothing to do with the sun, came over her. Held close to Hazard’s bare chest, she felt the strong beat of his heart, the burning of his flesh against hers, his shoulder under her hands hard and reassuring. Glancing up at the chiseled profile only inches away sent an uneasy shiver rippling down her spine.


Hazard felt the tremulous flurry and, gazing down at the enchanting face framed in shining red curls and the tempting body, damned himself for having scruples. He was aroused and, if he hadn’t seen so much fear in the wide azure eyes, he would have seriously considered indulging his desire.


Reaching high ground, Hazard set Blaze on her feet. She offered him the two gold pieces with a timid smile and a second apology. He shook his head and, taking the coins, slipped them back into her pocket. A common enough gesture with uncommon results. When his strong fingers slid down the tight pocket of Blaze’s trousers, releasing the coins, the unexpected intimacy seared them both. Hazard snatched back his hand in an almost violent motion and, turning abruptly, walked away. Blaze Braddock, shaken by a man’s touch for the first time in her life, was left in a state of confusion.


Mingled astonishment and desire confounded her normally rational mind. The feeling was unprecedented, the probable cause – if seriously considered – against all she believed in. Not for her, bewitchment and charming sorcery. Her reality was clear-cut and reasonable. She had never believed in flighty romanticism.


With visible effort she shrugged away the unease, and with a toss of her head set her sights on the crest of the hill ahead of her. Continuing her journey, she consciously set aside any further thoughts of her encounter with the Indian as she strode off to join her father for the rest of the day. Finding him several claims down the valley, Blaze spent the remainder of the day absorbing the complexities of purchase agreements, partnership contracts, and claim staking.


Late that evening when the sun had set and coolness at last drifted down the mountain, Blaze retraced her journey from Diamond City, this time on horseback. When the group of riders passed through the mud that had upset her that morning, Blaze looked off the trail to the tree where the Indian man had been sleeping. The site was deserted, as she expected, but then her dark blue eyes swept up the valley wall. Was she hoping to see him again? Catch a glimpse of that magnificent face and form which had lingered in her thoughts despite ruthless efforts at suppression? Utterly ridiculous. He was an Indian, she reminded herself. A primitive aborigine, her mother would say. Unable to speak more than a few halting words of English, she remembered. But when her gaze fell on a glow of light high up the mountainside, and she realized it was a firelit cabin window, her heart tripped against her rib cage and a sudden warmth stole through her senses.


‘Blaze,’ her father repeated, ‘didn’t you hear me? We’ll be back in Virginia City in time for the Territorial Ball at the end of the week. I thought you’d enjoy knowing that.’


‘Oh, thank you, Daddy,’ she quickly responded, wrenching her eyes from the dark mountainside and the solitary glimmer of light. ‘Did you say this week?’


‘Saturday night, pet. And a penny for your thoughts. Care to tell your old dad what’s absorbed you so these last few miles? You’ve been in a hell of a fog.’


‘Oh, nothing, Daddy. I think I was dozing a bit. It’s been a long day.’


‘It’ll be our last day out for a while. We’re heading down to Virginia City tomorrow. You’ll have a chance to rest in the comforts of the hotel the night after next. Damn, a hot bath in a real tub will feel good.’


‘Amen to that,’ Blaze said enthusiastically. She felt as though all the dirt of western Montana were stuck to her sweaty skin.


*

WITH the help of a lady friend, Hazard had recuperated from the ritual body slashing observed for mourning in his tribe and then had recommitted himself to his father’s dream. His clan needed gold for their future; it wasn’t as though there were choices. The placer deposits his uncle Ramsay Kent had been working didn’t compare in potential with the newly discovered strikes. Since the first major deposits discovered at Grasshopper Creek in 1862, thirty million dollars of gold had been taken from the gulch. In 1863 and 1864, two more enormous lodes had been found at Alder Gulch and Last Chance Gulch. The pattern was repeated all through 1864 at Prickly Pear Valley, Confederate Gulch, Diamond City, Emigrant Gulch. The boom was on.


So Hazard was working two claims here, working very hard at what had appeared to be highly profitable claims, if his old mentor, Louis Agassiz knew his business.


But since the encounter with the red-haired woman, in the lull of the ensuing evenings, Hazard found his mind distracted, drifting easily into fantasies about her. The soft cloud of russet hair, her sun-kissed skin and vivid blue eyes, particularly the luscious body, were recurring images. It annoyed him that she intruded into his musing so. She had annoyed him with her peremptory posture; she was a part probably of that moneyed crew out to buy up all the gold claims in the valley. Her offer of forty dollars for a two-minute task bespoke the careless negligence of the wealthy Hazard had known so well in Boston. That type of woman, both beautiful and spoiled, could always annoy him. He probably should have taken her that day, he selfishly considered. It would have quelled the annoyance and satisfied the lust … If he had, all these unnerving images of her wouldn’t be dancing before his eyes, Hazard reflected.


He needed a woman, that was all. It had been too long, and hell, he thought with cold-blooded hindsight, he could have protected himself even if she’d screamed rape. His claim was virtually impregnable to attack. It was one of the reasons he’d chosen the site; the position on the mountaintop would allow one man to hold off an army for a month or more. And whoever her husband or protector was, no man was going to put that kind of effort into avenging a woman’s dishonor.


‘Hell,’ he muttered aloud this time, and ignoring subconscious reasons to do with flaming hair and peach skin, Hazard abruptly decided to accept Lucy Attenborough’s invitation to the Territorial Ball in Virginia City next weekend. He knew a dozen women in Virginia City who would be overjoyed to see him again, including, of course, the inviting Lucy, a perfect opportunity to end his overlong celibacy.


He didn’t admit to the possibility that the woman he’d held in his arms – who haunted his thoughts – would be at the ball.





Chapter 3


THE night of the Territorial Ball was one of those pleasantly warm summer evenings depicted by painters and poets. The air smelled of new grass, fresh earth, and the sweet scent of tiny aspen leaves only beginning to emerge. The sun had sunk behind the surrounding foothills in a masterful display of flaming gold streaked across a shimmering sky. It was a sight which gave even the rough mining town a soft, inviting glow.


Blaze watched the liquid sunset from the window of her private parlor; her father was downstairs discussing business, while her mother, as usual, was taking an hour more than anyone else to dress. A servant delivered a glass of champagne with her father’s compliments and, as she lounged before the window on a red plush armchair, Blaze sipped the wine and enjoyed the close of the day and the beginning of the night.


Yards of creamy lace and ivory silk hand-sewn with thousands of seed pearls spread luxuriously over her crinoline and flowed to the floor in soft crushed folds. The snug, revealing bodice of her gown was supported by whalebone stays, so the filmy lace draped below her bare shoulders was purely decorative. The pale fabric and lace spectacularly set off her peach skin and golden apricot hair. Long earrings of diamonds and pearls dropped from her ears, shining against the delicate texture of her skin. But reality defied the picture of perfection. Wayward tendrils were already altering her carefully arranged coiffeur. To the despair of her hairdresser, sent away in a fit of pique, Blaze’s curls had a rebellious bent no amount of effort could control, and her stylishly smooth hairdo was regaining its natural tendencies.


A pendant of matching diamonds and pearls suspended from a delicate chain hung tantalizingly in the shadowed cleavage of her voluptuous breasts. Since a state of studiously controlled half undress was formal style for evening dress, Blaze failed to recognize how provocative her dress was, her breasts pushed high over the low décolletage of the gown brought west for just such an evening. Shoulders were extremely bare this season, and the drape of lace between shoulder and elbow served a multiple purpose. With the contours of the female form below the waist virtuously swathed in volumes of petticoats and fabric, the area from the waist up was left to remind men what a female was. The ruffle – so stylishly new – set off the sheer nakedness of the female shoulders while drawing equal attention to the soft breasts swelling above corseted silk.


Slender, long-legged, arrayed in pale silk like a Renaissance bride, with the satiny skin of her shoulders and half-revealed breasts lushly inviting, Blaze was guaranteed to turn heads at the territorial ball.


*

ONE male head denying any such intention was lying back against the headrest of a large porcelain tub drawn up to the west window of his second-floor room in The Planter’s House, Virginia City’s newest hotel. Stripped of the dirt and fatigue of several weeks of solitary mining, Hazard rested in the tub, leisurely enjoying a large glass of brandy. Life had become more gratifying. Disquieting images of autumn gold hair had been displaced by more palpable carnal realities in the shape of several Virginia City hostesses of various descriptions who had passed more or less time in room 202 in the past few days. Hazard’s sense of pressing social duties had consisted largely of entertaining ladies in bed. In fact, he was expecting one of them to return in less than ten minutes. There’d be time before the ball, Lucy had insisted, and after the long, lonely weeks at Diamond City, Hazard wasn’t about to say no.


All in all, he was enormously content. The rare yearning, for the unusual red-haired woman, was gone now, submerged by satisfying sexual abundance in the three days in Virginia City. Transient cravings based on prolonged abstinence were all the fantasies had been, Hazard rationalized; they had nothing to do in particular with the woman in tight trousers. And now that the abstinence was assuaged, she could be dismissed from his thoughts.


At the soft knock, he drained the brandy and called out, ‘Come in.’ As he turned his head toward the door, his dark eyes swept the elegant brunette dressed in pink mousseline de soie with ribbon flounces of Belgian embroidery precariously holding her full breasts from spilling out of the bodice. Hazard became suddenly attentive as Lucy Attenborough entered the room, shut the door, and leaned against it.


‘Should I get out,’ he asked softly, his eyes meeting hers, ‘or do you want to get in?’


‘I can’t, Jon … my clothes … my hair …’


‘Take off your clothes, pet. I’ll be careful with your hair.’ His glance held hers in predatory thrall. ‘Take everything off slowly,’ he said in a low, sensual rasp. ‘I’d like that.’


She hadn’t moved from the door, but her eyes glittered with hidden excitement as she surveyed her lover. Hazard was the most magnificent man she’d ever known, his scandalous eyes lured her with a dangerous attraction, his aquiline face was so beautiful he turned heads. Seated now in the bathtub – naked, bronzed, glistening with droplets of water across his broad-shouldered frame – he was more of a man than ten of her husbands combined. Arching her back, she held his level dark gaze and felt the smoldering heat linger, then caress her body like licking flame. ‘How do you do it? How can you make me feel this way?’ she asked, breathy, taut, flushing with pleasure.


‘Charm of personality,’ said Hazard with a lazy smile, ‘together with lucid recall of the last four weeks without a woman,’ he teased. ‘Come, Lucy, you’re too far away …’


Any woman in town would tumble for him and he knew it. How many had already this trip, she didn’t dare wonder. Taking a step closer, she shivered at her urgency. ‘I never know, Jon,’ she said with a trembling, ingenuous smile, ‘whether I want you to rape me or treat me like a virgin bride.’


The seductive black eyes, slowly moving in speculative appraisal, stared at her. ‘Why not both?’ Sliding deeper into the steaming water, he paused, almost completely submerged, his midnight hair drifting on the surface of the water and his heavy-lashed eyes slanting upward. ‘Decide,’ he said invitingly, ‘which you want first.’


Short moments later, two dark friendly hands reached up, held and steadied the impatient slim, nude body, as the chief justice’s wife, dipping first one dainty foot, then the other, joined Hazard in the warm silky water. And he was very careful. That’s why women adored him, because he was slow and gentle and … careful. Much later, when every part of Lucy’s body was taut with longing, when every inch of her smooth flesh had been bathed in warm sensation, she opened her heated interior to the slippery water and to something else as well. Peaking exquisitely, she whimpered for release.


‘Patience, sweet,’ Hazard murmured. ‘I haven’t started yet.’ And the soft intensity of the statement silenced her. The floor became alarmingly wet after that, as small charged waves crested over the tub’s rim, but the lady’s hair, as promised, remained untouched.


An hour later, they helped each other dress and before leaving, kissing him fiercely, Lucy unexpectedly pleaded, ‘Please, Jon, if you’re really going back up mountain tomorrow … once more?’


He hesitated.


‘Don’t you want me?’


‘I’m only thinking of preserving your clothes from’ – his mouth smiled – ‘the rude savage.’


Lucy’s lashes came up to reveal heated desire. ‘Meaning you?’ said the young matron in a hushed voice.


‘Meaning me,’ Hazard echoed softly.


It was what she most adored in him, his wildness and unorthodoxy. Her eyes, holding his, were passionate, full of need. ‘Damn the dress,’ she whispered.


His smile, warm and rakish, was celebrated. ‘Your servant, ma’am.’


So Hazard had the Chief Justice’s wife despite petticoats, mousseline de soie, lace-trimmed drawers; and, he noticed later, her silk-slippered feet left only slight marks on his black evening jacket.


When Lucy left to join her husband at the ball, Hazard adjusted his clothes in a haze of contentment, and poured himself another brandy. He’d give Lucy time to make her excuses before he arrived. A half-hour later, he gently closed the door on the strewn, damp-carpeted room, stepped out onto Main Street, and set out for the Chief Justice’s Territorial Ball.


*

AN OPEN carriage arrived for the Braddocks and they were driven the short distance to the large stone building serving as temporary quarters for the legislature. It was the only structure in Virginia City with a space suitable for a ballroom.


Their driver proudly pointed out the more resplendent dwellings and businesses. ‘That there is McBundy’s Emporium; brought the stone three hundred mile on ox cars. Purty, ain’t it? Past those willows is Forsyth’s. See the one with the tower? And over yonder, on that rise, is Chessman’s place. Took him a full two years to build.’


While Millicent sniffed disdainfully at the Gothic three-story jumble of gingerbread, Blaze politely said, ‘It’s lovely, like a white palace.’


‘Ain’t that jus’ so. A palace, sure ’nuf.’


And Chessman’s mansion was very like a palace, gleaming pale in the sunset glow, an example of the curious juxtaposition of wealth and squalor so prevalent in the mining boomtowns. Side by side existed log cabins, shanties, tents, prosperous business blocks, and elegant homes. With the strike-it-rich possibilities of gold mining, an impoverished miner could find himself wealthy overnight. And when that happened, many spent their new riches in lavish extravagance.


Virginia City offered anything money could buy, from ice-packed oysters to couturier gowns. All merchandise was brought overland or up the Missouri, and though the freight charges forced prices high, there was always someone willing to pay. It wasn’t like farming, where one worked and waited and finally eked out a modest living. Gold mining cast its lure out to people who craved instant fortunes. And it obliged many a gambling-minded man. Fortunes were made and lost and made again and money was spent on a princely scale. Virginia City may have been only three years old, but it offered opulence and luxurious living to anyone who could afford it.


‘Really, how can anyone actually live out here? Everything is so … tasteless,’ Millicent complained. ‘And dusty, now that the mud has dried,’ she irritably went on.


‘Can’t expect a settled town right away. Takes time,’ the Colonel replied, smiling his apology at the driver, who’d turned his head around at Millicent’s rude comments.


‘There’s no excuse, William, for that sort of thing, no matter how unsettled,’ and she lifted her silk fan a scant inch in the direction of a nearby tent with a roughly painted sign proclaiming Montana Belle its occupant. A line of men standing outside the gunny sack door flap were joking and passing a bottle of whiskey around while waiting their turn.


The Colonel cleared his throat gruffly. There’s so few white women, he wanted to say, but thought better of it in front of Blaze. ‘They’re a long way from home,’ he replied instead.


‘It’s one of the main thoroughfares. You’d think at least,’ Millicent peevishly continued, ‘they’d find someplace—’


‘Have you heard how large an orchestra will be playing tonight?’ Blaze interjected, stepping in as she had so many times over the years when her parent’s conversation turned discordant.


‘They’re from Chicago, I hear,’ her father quickly answered, relieved to change the subject. ‘Remember to save me a dance, sweetie. I know how fast your dance card fills up.’


‘Take care with your skirt, Venetia. They’ll probably all wear their spurs,’ her mother cuttingly decreed.


‘Yes, Mother,’ Blaze obligingly replied. The driver was stopping to let them down, and it was too fine an evening to argue about anything.


Colonel William Braddock, Mrs. Braddock, and Miss Braddock were graciously greeted by the territorial chief justice and his young wife who were acting as hosts for the evening at the governor’s request. Lucy Attenborough was looking remarkably attractive tonight, as everyone who knew her would agree. Flushed, vivacious, she smiled warmly at everyone, including the elderly man at her side, her husband. It must be the summer air, several guests remarked; a night like this would bring a glow to anyone’s cheek.


‘Next thing you know,’ one elderly matron remarked to her companion of equal years, seated beside her on the perimeter of the dance floor, ‘we’ll be hearing of a blessed event in the Attenborough family. That young bride of his was smiling up at George with something like adoration. Now when I was eighteen, mind, no one could have talked me into marrying a sixty-year-old man. I don’t care how much gold he had.’


Small towns being what they are, with everyone’s business being everyone’s business, her companion remarked with a smug, insinuating air, ‘One can only pray if she has a child, its skin won’t be too dark.’


Having gained the full and undivided attention – in addition to a wide-eyed look of astonishment – from the matron beside her, the smirking woman observed, ‘But the child would be gorgeous, undoubtedly gorgeous. Lucy visits the oddest places in the course of the day.’ But no amount of cajoling would wring another word from her.


Unsubstantial as these facts were, the perfume of sin was irresistible and before an hour passed, a current of intrigue had passed like wild fire throughout the room.


Leaving Millicent in a small parlor to sip sherry and gossip with the other wives traveling west with their husbands, Colonel Braddock escorted Blaze into the ballroom to claim her first dance. The music was a gay mazurka, lilting and merry, and those dancing threw themselves into the energetic steps with a high-spirited pleasure. Even in the midst of a room, crowded with guests, Blaze stood apart, her skin glowing warmly, her opulent pearl-studded gown a silken foil to her beauty. She was immediately besieged with suitors and dance partners, drawn to her startling loveliness with a certain predictability. The Colonel graciously gave way to his daughter’s cavaliers, and she swung off in the arms of a tall, fair-haired gentleman who’d introduced himself with the soft drawl of a Texan. He danced well, told her she was more beautiful than the bluebells back home, and suggested they get married in the morning with a sincerity she found momentarily disconcerting. She smiled a polite refusal and was saved from further explanation by her next partner importuning for his turn.


She enjoyed herself, for dancing was always a pleasure, the people were open and engaging, and the talk, when she could turn it away from compliments, was often about the mining which so fascinated her. In the normal course of events, it might have been some time before she noticed the tall, dark-haired man in elegant evening dress among the hundreds of animated guests. Tonight, however, the moment he entered the room – cool, slender, expensive, with that swift, easy walk which bespoke ease and self-confidence – all conversation stopped, heads swiveled, and an uneasy silence settled over the large ballroom.


Not privy to the night’s succulent item of gossip, Blaze had no idea why everyone was staring at the striking man, other than the fact he was beautiful. Perhaps he never walked into a room without the talk dying around him, she mused. He was distinctly a man of the outdoors, even in diamond studs and evening dress, and a closer look revealed he was undoubtedly an Indian. With a jolt Blaze recognized her Indian. Her heart raced. But palpitations aside, his beauty and heritage aside, why did every guest in the room continue staring at him? Watching from the dance floor, for her partner had abruptly stopped in his tracks, Blaze watched the conspicuously attractive man pause for a moment, taking in the silence, the expectancy, the rising hum of whispered comment.


His extraordinary black eyes swept the room casually, rested on Lucy, then moved with perfect equanimity along the haphazard grouping of officials making up the receiving line. Walking over in a wink of diamond studs, he calmly greeted some minor bureaucrats first. ‘Good evening. Pleasant weather. Yes, unusually warm for June,’ he remarked with consummate social ease. The dignitaries, by contrast, seemed edgy. Pretty, dark-haired Lucy Attenborough, next in line, looked up with a flash of a smile, and the elderly man standing beside her, his bald head glistening with sweat, followed her glance with a murderous scowl.
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