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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  BLUE COAT





  Blue Coat is a powerful saga of love, courage and determination against all obstacles in a new land filled with promises and heartbreak. A story in which Calvary men and their loved ones have more at stake than just protection from Indians; they also have lives and loves and painful decisions. This masterpiece is so dynamic with a wide range of emotions that the reader feels a part of the characters. My heart went out to Laura when Angry Bear left her bound and gagged. She had incredible strength that made her a winner. Amy was a determined woman in her own ways and enhanced the story.




  Ms. Kelso pens a story that will long be remembered. The secondary characters are well rounded, making this one extraordinary read. Ms. Kelso vividly puts you into the picturesque landscape. The ending exploded remarkably and made my heart leap with joy. Bravo to an excellent story that excels. This is a recommended read.




  Reviewer: Linda L. at Fallen Angels Reviews




  For all “First Loves.”




  And especially to Eric N. Moody, Curator of Manuscripts at The Nevada State Historical Society, Reno, NV and Publisher for Great Basin Press who had enough faith in my writing to publish my first book, Mystery in Virginia City, in 1984. He has remained my friend throughout the ups and downs of publishing. I thank you very much!




  And, also, to Guy L. Rocha, Assistant Administrator for Archives & Records at the Nevada State Library & Archives, Carson City, NV, who introduced me to Eric N. Moody many years ago when I was ready to give up on publishers and go my own route. Without you and Eric my writing wouldn’t be successful. I thank you both for keeping the faith.




  Chapter 1




  A horrific scream reverberated through the night air. The unexpected cry halted an entire troop of bone-weary cavalry soldiers in their tracks.




  Lieutenant Winslow Brighton reined his chestnut Morgan tight.




  “Shhhh, Blaze,” he whispered as he reached forward and cupped his fingers over the horse’s nostrils for silence. The animal stood alert, awaiting its master’s next command.




  “What the hell was that, sir?” the man on his right whispered.




  “I don’t know, Sergeant Major. Whatever it was, it can’t be good.”




  Lieutenant Brighton looked ahead across the moonlit landscape in the direction where the unnerving sound had emanated. The hair on the back of his neck still prickled from the eerie call. The tortured scream was unnerving beyond anything he had ever heard.




  He attempted to pinpoint the source of the cry. The moonlight displayed unrealistic shadows across the low, rolling desert hills of northern Nevada territory. Scrub juniper and sagebrush took on low images of danger. A tumbleweed brushed by, in an abrupt gust of wind from the rear, bumping Blaze’s fetlock and causing the animal to sidestep nervously.




  “Easy, Blaze.” Damned Washoe Zephyr. Never knew when a gust would blow.




  The pungent, fresh-ground-pepper smell of the sagebrush, after a brief summer shower, tingled the nostrils of man and beast. God, he hated this job of scouring out pockets of renegade Paiutes! He never knew when a rampaging Indian might leap from the underbrush to ambush them.




  Isn’t it enough that the entire population of an incoming wagon train was slaughtered earlier in the day? What were the savages up to now?




  Seeing no evidence of the enemy nearby, the lieutenant looked at the stars searching for clouds that might block the moon. The stars are the one redeeming quality of this country. On those rare occasions when he had leisure time to study them, he felt as if they were so close he could nearly touch them. Tonight, they served only as a guide. In the middle of the desert, under a full moon, with those bright stars giving him his bearings, Winslow Brighton braced his legs against his horse’s sides. His tall, slim body stiffened in the stirrups, hoisting himself higher off his saddle, he strained to see farther in the pale light. He held his breath, listening for any noise, watching for any movement.




  The clumps of irregular sagebrush could easily hide an unfriendly Indian. The distorted shadows the moonlight cast from the brush didn’t help matters.




  Did savages surround the entire detachment? Maybe the scream was a diversion.




  Lieutenant Winslow Brighton was not a conventional officer. He would not send a man on a dangerous mission that he would not attempt himself. He knew it was regulation to stay and command the troop. And, although he had attended Officers Training School and understood the rules well, he preferred to take his own risks and leave someone else behind in temporary command.




  He settled back into his saddle, leaned sideways and whispered to the sergeant major next to him, “Ride back, quietly, and tell the men to stay here. I’ll take Jackson and scout up ahead.”




  Jackson was a large, muscular man who had proven himself to be unbeatable in previous battles. Lieutenant Brighton knew he could depend on him to think on his feet and, although he made a big target, he was agile and wily. Just the type of man he wanted at his side in a pinch.




  “You man the troops and wait until one of us returns. If we’re not back by sunup, send someone for reinforcements.”




  “Maybe it was a big cat, sir,” the sergeant major said. “Heard tell they scream like a woman in pain.”




  “Yeah,” the handsome, dark-haired, blue-eyed lieutenant answered with a catch in his voice. They could only hope it was a wild animal. Too vividly he remembered the silent wagon train they had inspected a half-day’s ride back in the Forty Mile Desert.




  “Chances are better it was someone that the Indians took with them from that wagon train we inspected.”




  The sergeant major turned to pass his superior’s orders along. The lieutenant watched him hesitate at each group of two men in the line behind them. While he waited, he studied his reasons for being in what he was beginning to believe was godforsaken country.




  He had joined the California militia when he was a very young man. Stationed near his hometown along the Mexican border, he had been able to return to finer things at home occasionally. But he was bored. When the opportunity arose for him to transfer to the silver country, the Washoe area, the adventure was too much for him to resist.




  He knew a good many of the other men who joined up were nothing more than Indian hating zealots. When he was appointed his own command, he handpicked his men closest to him, rejecting the inhumane, and retaining the good ones. Anyone who didn’t measure up soon slid through the cracks to another unit, or those that survived and disobeyed orders deserted or were court marshaled. Either way, he would not tolerate inhumanity toward the natives. He did his job, but he did it with honor.




  His regiment was charged with protecting the Pony Express, the Overland Stage and the travelers along the Overland Trail from renegade Indians—Indians irate at the intrusion of the white settlers on their homeland. Many natives watched and went hungry as the pinion trees that bore nuts for their winter supplies were destroyed to provide timbering in the white man’s holes in the ground—the mines of Virginia City, Gold Hill and Silver City.




  Tired of starving, and having their women attacked by miners, warring young men struck back, creating their own justice. They hoped beyond hope to drive the settlers from their land.




  In a way, Winslow Brighton couldn’t blame them. He’d be hard-pressed to understand someone taking over his home and family, too. The lieutenant turned to see the sergeant major approaching with Jackson following behind. He set his jaw in determination.




  “Remember, Sergeant Major, I said sunup.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Not only was the responsibility his to save the immigrants and settlers, his unit was also involved in building Fort Churchill for the settlers’ future protection. No matter how hard they fought, the Paiutes have already lost the battle. They were far outnumbered by the settlers and cavalry. Should they somehow succeed in their attempts to destroy a farm, a way station, or a wagon train now and then, there were many more people moving behind the others. As the settlers’ population grew, the cavalry would swell its ranks from other units in California, or one of the territories, until the Indians were obliterated, or at least beaten down to a manageable size. Whether he survived to see it or not, Lieutenant Brighton knew, in his heart, the white man would eventually control this rough country. Why they wanted it was beyond him. Except for the riches under Mount Davidson, it seemed good for nothing to him.




  The lieutenant moved his horse into position to join the approaching rider. Side by side, Winslow Brighton—Win, as his two older brothers had called him—and the sturdily built Tom Jackson headed their horses through the sagebrush in the direction of the scream.




  Although it seemed they had come a long way, they had ridden only a short distance when a horse nickered ahead of them. Win heard the animal’s mane flap in the air as it shook its head. The horse whinnied at the sound of their approach.




  The two men studied the brush and rolling hills, at last seeing the shape of the animal in the moonlight.




  “Maybe it’s been abandoned, sir,” Jackson whispered.




  “Or it’s a trap,” Win whispered back. “If we ride over to see what’s going on, we’re liable to be in a nest of savages.”




  They sat their mounts and studied the situation.




  Slowly, the horse moved toward them, then it stopped and began nibbling low grasses.




  Win pulled his pistol and cocked it.




  Tom Jackson squinted, trying to get a better look in the dim light.




  “No rider, sir. No saddle—or bridle.”




  “Could be there’s an Indian hanging off the other side,” Win said. He knew he couldn’t be too cautious. If we let our guard down we could end up dead.




  “Do you s’pose this is where the scream came from?” Jackson asked, still keeping his anxious voice low.




  “Maybe. We’ll have to check it out. Watch your back as we ride in.”




  As they cautiously approached the horse, a figure slowly showed itself from behind a juniper tree.




  “Thank God, you’re cavalry,” a coarse whisper greeted them out of the night. “I’m Claude Stewart—wagon train scout.”




  “Lieutenant Brighton and Private Jackson, here,” Win said keeping his voice low in case the enemy might be near. “You from the wagon train we found a few miles back?”




  “Yeah,” the man said, his voice tinged with sadness. He was near enough now for the two cavalrymen to make out his form next to the horse as he rubbed its nose. “I was out checking the distance to Asa Kenyon’s place at the river. When I returned, well, if you saw the train, you know there wasn’t much left.”




  Win nodded again. “I left a detail to bury your people.”




  “They weren’t all dead when I got back. I found Mr. O’Connell breathin’ his last. He managed to tell me they were attacked by a small band of Indians led by a fella that looked different than the others.”




  Stewart remembered the dying man clutching the front of his shirt and reached toward his chest with his own hand as if he still felt the pressure of O’Connell’s bloody fingers gripping the thick cotton fabric.




  “With his dying breath he told me they took his daughter, Laura,” Stewart said, remembering the old man’s words.




  “‘Find her,’ O’Connell begged me. ‘Find her before those savages—’ O’Connell’s words stopped and I pried his fingers from my shirt,” Stewart continued, remembering the gruesome site of the wagon train and O’Connell’s head dropping back, eyes staring into the distance from which he had come. “I laid his body there on the desert floor with the rest of ’em. Didn’t have time to bury anybody—not if I had any hope of finding the girl—leastwise, findin’ her alive.”




  “Too bad, too,” Stewart continued. “She was a pretty thing. Brightest red hair I ever did see. Didn’t weigh much more than a small sack of potatoes. Had a temper, that one. It’d be my guess, if them heathens haven’t killed her already, they’ll have a fight on their hands.”




  “We heard a scream. That’s why we’re out here,” Win told the scout.




  “Yeah, I heard it, too. Maybe they ain’t killed her...yet. By the description O’Connell gave of the one Indian, I’d bet he’s that renegade Apache the Paiutes call Angry Bear. Understand he was banished from his own tribe and’s carvin’ a place for himself out here.”




  “He took a Paiute woman for his wife. Shortly after she birthed a baby boy, a couple o’ drunk miners caught her off by herself at the river and took off with the two of them. Angry Bear’s been stirring some of the young Paiutes up ever since.”




  “Anyways, I picked up their trail from the wagon train and been tracking them. My horse stepped in a gopher hole and went lame on me. I dropped his gear off him. Figured I’d go on afoot, if need be.” The man was standing next to Blaze now, looking up at Win.




  “Hop up behind Jackson. We can’t go very fast anyway. If what we’ve got is a hostage situation, an extra gun could come in handy,” Win said.




  Claude Stewart reached up and grasped Jackson’s arm above his offered hand. Arms interlocked, Jackson kicked a foot from the stirrup so Stewart could insert his boot toe and boost himself up.




  When Stewart was seated behind the saddle on the edge of the blanket, he shook his head and studied his horse briefly.




  “Sure hate to leave a good animal like that wandering around loose. The Paiutes will pick him up, sure. They’ll either get him healed up or eat him.”




  * * * *




  She had not meant to scream.




  She had determined, after seeing her mother killed and her father wounded, that nothing these savages did would elicit an emotion from her. She wondered about her aunt and uncle in Virginia City who would get the word that the family had been massacred.




  Thank God Jimmy stayed behind at Salt Lake to help with the next wagon train.




  She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, praying silently as the warrior’s knife burned against her hairline. Already he had knocked the tightly knotted bun of her hair loose and twisted his fingers in the long, fine strands of loose curls. When he yanked her head back, she felt her neck would break. It had been a reflex to open her mouth and let the horrendous shriek escape.




  Oh God! Oh God, don’t let me feel the pain. Let him kill me first. Let him stab me or shoot me—use any method of death that is quick!




  She smelled the metallic stench of death—of blood on unwashed bodies fresh from the kill. The campfire illuminated the bare-chested warriors around her. Flames flickered light across encircling, reed-constructed hovels.




  The camp was hidden among the low rolling hills near a small pool of water that was surrounded by a huge valley created by the evaporation of an ancient lake. No one would find her here, she was sure. And, if they did, by then she would surely be dead.




  She twisted in the Indian’s grasp and kicked out at his bare legs, trying to make him fall and loosen the grip he held on her. She heard the rattle of heavy beads, which served as a belt to hold his breechcloth in place and hung on loose leather thongs from his waist. They issued a warning akin to a rattlesnake.




  He was the one that had ripped her away from her father’s side as she bent over him to check his wound. Surely, without her help, he was dead now, along with her mother. If that were her fate, also, she would not die easily, she vowed, and gritted her teeth against the pain.




  “Yi. Yi. Yi. Yi.” A shrill screech preceded the sound of pounding hooves of a running horse.




  Laura lurched in her tormentor’s grip to look in surprise as another Indian rode pell-mell into camp. He leaped from his horse before it stopped and roughly clutched the first Indian’s hand to stay the knife.




  “Angry Bear, release her!” The newcomer demanded in words she didn’t understand.




  Angry Bear yanked his other hand to untangle his fingers from Laura O’Connell’s fire-red hair, plucking thin strands, caught in his bloody knuckles, from her head as he prepared to struggle with his opponent.




  Her knees weak, Laura dropped to the ground and doubled up from a sharp pain in her stomach as she wretched and nearly fainted. Fight it. She struggled to stay alert and quell the queasy feeling threatening to engulf her. Sweat broke out on her forehead and she felt an icy chill run down her spine.




  She and her attacker had been near the campfire during their battle over her scalp, and she felt the heat add to her agony where she lay. A stick of wood popped and splattered sparks across her blue-and-white-checkered gingham dress.




  She was too weak to move, too exhausted to care what happened to her clothes. Her mind swam back and forth, in and out of darkness as a noise roared in her ears, fluctuating like a steam vessel about to pop its safety valve.




  Abruptly, more words she didn’t understand spewed forth as the Indian that had stopped her assailant spit emphasized syllables in the other’s face.




  “She’s not the one that took your wife and baby! Do not take revenge by hanging her scalp outside your lodge as your badge of honor. It is bad medicine and will only bring you shame and sorrow.”




  Slowly, Angry Bear dropped his knife to his side.




  The voice went on.




  “We have better things to do with her,” the second Indian said as a way of persuasion.




  While the two Indians discussed her plight, Laura steadied her shaking body, gathered her courage and tried to inch her way on her hands and knees toward the darkness of the camp’s perimeter. Nearby, just outside the lighted area, one member of the raiding party secured the horses in the shadows. Still others assisted injured warriors to their shelters where the women anxiously assessed their wounds.




  If I could just edge away from the firelight, away from the confusion, perhaps I could escape. She crept ever so quietly toward the outer circle of the camp, avoiding the busiest section near the ponies.




  The Indian that had stopped Angry Bear’s knife turned slightly in her direction. She hoped his gaze was not close enough to notice her gradual retreat.




  Suddenly, he was on top of her, stomping the full skirt of her dress, as he shouted words she didn’t understand. Then, she felt his large hands repeatedly slapping her gingham-covered body.




  She heard a single unfamiliar word as he shouted and pointed to her dress.




  She looked toward the hem of her dress where the smoldering coals burst into flames. The smell of scorched cotton fabric reached her nostrils as the heat from the flames licked toward her body. Quickly, the Indian rolled her across the ground, using the fine granite dirt to extinguish the flames.




  Why is he helping me? Why didn’t he just let me burn to death? Then the realization that she had just escaped a horrendous, painful injury, if not death itself, jarred her further.




  When he was certain the fire was out, the Indian tied her wrists together with rawhide cord, leaving the strands loose enough to allow some comfort. He effortlessly sank a spear into the ground nearby and tied the other end of the leather strap to it. He gave her a warning look and spoke words she didn’t comprehend. But she understood the look in his eyes commanding her to stay put.




  He turned to finish his conversation with Angry Bear.




  “When I returned here to our main camp and found only the frail elders, the women and the children, I was angry that you took the young men and left the people unprotected.




  “You knew I would not ride with you, today because I do not believe any good will come from this bloodshed. I felt I would be too late to stop the killing, but I had to try. By the time I caught up with you, the white people were already dead.” He remembered the scene before him as he crested the hill in search of his easily led brothers, who had gone to share the taste of Angry Bear’s revenge.




  Brave Eagle had tracked Angry Bear and the small band of renegades along the well-defined trail they left. He reached a low divide in the hills and stared south. The trail he studied was centered between the distant mountains a few miles from the place the white men called Ragtown Station. It was the spot where the wagon trains first found fresh water at the Carson River after their difficult trip through the great desert. There, just short of the wagon train’s salvation, his brothers had struck so quickly, the travelers hadn’t even had time to circle the wagons.




  Brave Eagle remembered sitting alone on his horse on the windy ridge looking down on the devastation in the desert before him. The only sounds he heard were the forlorn whine of the wind whipping a mournful refrain across the canvas-covered bows on the wagons, and the bellowing of still-harnessed animals smelling water on the breeze and crying to be set free from their traces to quench their thirst. He saw no movement except feathers—goose feathers from a slashed mattress—swirling like snowflakes across the desert floor. As he had surveyed the sight below him, he doubted he could have stopped the raiding party from attacking, even if he had reached them in time.




  He sensed, too, like the flow of blood his brothers created, they could not stop the stream of settlers encroaching upon their land.




  “It is done! Now, stay out of this, Brave Eagle.” Angry Bear nodded toward the girl. “I have claimed her. I will do as I wish with her.”




  Laura realized they were discussing her fate by the quick glances they darted in her direction. She concentrated her attention on her abductor, comparing the strength of the two men. If they fought, who would win? If this challenging Indian persists, will I be set free? She only dared to hope.




  Then firelight glinted off a small gold chain Angry Bear had removed from the waist of his breechcloth where he had kept it tucked safely away. Laura recognized the gold cross hanging from the clenched fist he shoved in the other Indian’s face.




  “She means no more to me than this white man’s trinket,” Angry Bear shouted. “She is one of them whether or not she had anything to do with my loss. She is yet of their tribe—the white man.” He spat into the fire with disgust.




  Hatred like Laura had never known before surged within her. He had her mother’s cross! She would know it anywhere. Now, the chain was broken where he had yanked it from her mother’s neck. He had been the one who killed her mother.




  She pushed herself up from the ground, determined to kill him in return, with her bare hands and teeth if necessary, but the tether held fast and she fell back against the hard-packed earth with a thud.




  * * * *




  While the Indians argued, Winslow Brighton, Claude Stewart and Tom Jackson watched anxiously from the dark shadows of the tulle weeds and brush rimming the encampment. Win motioned to the other two men to stay hidden while he puzzled over a plan of attack. They were there with very little ammunition to protect them, let alone take on a band of renegades, fresh from the kill, with excitement still pumping rampant through their veins.




  He counted the Indians.




  Eight.




  There were eight Indians in all, including the wounded. There were five able-bodied men and three with various degrees of injury. He sensed the two that stood arguing next to the now glowing embers of the campfire were the most apt to give them the toughest fight. Win acknowledged they were outnumbered nearly three to one. How are we going to get one girl away from eight renegade warriors?




  The numbers just didn’t add up.




  Chapter 2




  At last, Win had a plan. He motioned Stewart and Jackson toward him in the dim light. “Stewart, you ease some of the cartridges out of your carbine belt,” he whispered.




  “Sneak up behind that hovel over there,” he pointed to the far right of the encampment where the outermost tulle weed shelter would provide cover for the guide. “Wait until Jackson and I have moved in closer on the other side, then toss a handful of shells into the middle of the campfire. Hold your position until the bullets start popping. When they do, go after the Indian closest to you.”




  Stewart grinned, his teeth showing briefly in the glow from the firelight. “We’ll make ’em think the whole damn cavalry’s attacking.”




  As Brave Eagle attempted to reason with Angry Bear, the adamant Apache refused to give up the argument. He marched up to Brave Eagle, faced him nose-to-nose, and slammed the palm of his hand against Brave Eagle’s shoulder, shoving him backward into the blistering coals of the fire.




  Brave Eagle stumbled, scattering coals and wood and knocking the fire apart. Only a small center fire remained. Then, red and yellow flames flared, illuminating the campsite momentarily to near daylight, before dying down as the wood settled back and the fire calmed.




  Brave Eagle rolled away from the flames and placed the palms of his hand on the ground to push himself up. He righted himself and swung his right fist at Angry Bear’s jaw while his left hand reached for the knife at his waistband. He passed the knife from hand to hand and waited to see what Angry Bear’s next move would be.




  Win held his breath, waiting for the fire to put off a steady blaze before giving the signal for Stewart to toss the rifle shells into its midst.




  The two Indians were still intent in their scuffle.




  Win watched Stewart position himself safely beside the reed shelter. Then, while the other Indians watched the fight, he waved his hand and mouthed the word, “Now!”




  Stewart tossed a handful of rifle cartridges into the heart of the flames.




  The shells bounced slightly and settled into the hot coals.




  Win, Tom Jackson and Stewart waited anxiously for the heat to do its job.




  “Kapow! Kapow!” At last the bullets blew apart.




  Pistols drawn and firing, Stewart and Jackson ran toward the surprised Indians.




  Win, his pistol in its holster at his side, his Spencer rifle in his left hand and saber in his right, headed for the O’Connell girl.




  Indians scattered for cover as the lead from the loose bullets flew helter-skelter across the campground.




  “Stay down!” Win called to the girl as, with one swift motion, he swung his saber and lobbed Laura O’Connell’s rawhide tether free from the war shaft.




  She saw his cavalry uniform and knew immediately, if she were to be saved at all, the time had come.




  “Stay low and head for the brush along the pond—this way!” He tugged her in the direction where the three men had left their horses.




  Suddenly, Win felt the weight of an Indian on his back. The blade of a knife came toward his throat. He instantly dropped his weapons and braced his hands on the Indian’s forearms, struggling to hold the razor sharp metal away from the main artery in the soft flesh of his neck.




  “No!” Laura called and began pounded on the Indian’s bare shoulders with her fists. Her flailing had no effect. She grasped his thick black hair with both her hands and pulled until his head bent backward and he could no longer judge the aim of his knife. He loosened his grip on Win to turn on Laura.




  Win reclaimed his rifle and wedged its barrel beneath the Indian’s body. He pulled the trigger and the gun fired.




  The Indian fell in a heap on top of him, and lay motionless. Laura tugged the savage’s arm to pull him off Win. His skin was greased with some type of animal fat. Laura’s fingers slipped off. She reached again for his upper arm muscle and tugged until, with the lieutenant’s help, the dead Indian lay on the ground.




  Panting from exhaustion, Win searched quickly for his saber and grasped the handle when he located it nearby.




  Win glanced back over his shoulder and saw Stewart and Jackson still battling the two strongest Indians. Stewart, his rifle shells spent, grasped the gun barrel with both hands and swung the butt at Angry Bear’s head. Blood spurted between them, but Win couldn’t tell for certain whose it was.




  Jackson swung his sword toward the Indian that had tied Laura O’Connell to the war shaft, holding him at bay.




  There was no time to wait for the outcome of Stewart and Jackson’s fights. Win, dragging Laura close behind him, ran to the horses.




  The horse that had carried the two men to the Indian camp stood, with its reins dropped, alongside Blaze and next to an Indian mount that wore a shaggy, overgrown brand of the cavalry. Stewart and Jackson had arranged the horses for a quick getaway. They had silently scattered the other, smaller, Indian ponies throughout the sagebrush. Rather than waste time searching for another suitable steed, the plan was for Win to carry Laura with him, astride his own horse. He was to get the two of them away from the Indian camp as fast as possible. Stewart and Jackson would follow as soon as they could.




  His heart pounding wildly in his chest, Win lifted himself into the saddle, then reached down and helped Laura up behind him. He glanced back toward the battle but, from there, the camp was concealed by a natural depression in the terrain. There was nothing more he could do but follow his own instructions.




  He turned Blaze away from the site where the men fought for their lives and kicked the Morgan gently in the ribs.




  “Go, Blaze!” He called to the horse in a barely audible whisper.




  Win and Laura raced away.




  * * * *




  At last, horse and riders spent, Win slowed Blaze to a walk. When he reached a spot he judged was safe, he stopped and the two of them listened for sounds of the small war they had left behind. Other than the occasional breeze and chirping of crickets, all was quiet. They were either too distant to hear the sharp reports of gunfire, or both sides had used up all their bullets. Win wondered at the outcome of the battle. Perhaps Jackson and Stewart were dead.




  “Are you all right?” he asked Laura, now that the immediate threat was over.




  “Yes. Thank you,” she answered from behind him.




  “Once we reach my men, you’ll be able to rest a bit before we go on to the Carson River. The Indians won’t bother us there—not with the whole regiment billeted along its banks.”




  She nodded in the dark, not trusting her voice to speak without breaking as tears of relief mixed with those of grief and frustration.




  Ahead were miles and miles of empty land, barren except for the scattered sagebrush. The terrain was raised by a small hill that rose so slightly they were upon it before they realized there was a drop on the other side. At one point, the horse had to bend its back legs and nearly sit on its hindquarters to skid down the soft dirt on the downhill side. Win watched the dim outlines of the distant mountains as he looked for landmarks that would lead him back to his division.




  At last, they reached the area where Win had left the remainder of his men. He stopped the horse and looked over the surrounding area. No one appeared to be there, yet he smelled the slightest drift of tobacco smoke. He whistled a signal, his lips pursed and his breath blowing just one note. He didn’t want to invite any nearby Indians. An answering whistle greeted him. Then, from a slight knoll to his left came a low whispered call. “Who’s there?”




  “Lieutenant Winslow Brighton, here. I’ve got a girl from the wagon train with me.”




  Gradually, the guard showed himself.




  “Sorry, sir. Just wanted to make sure you weren’t the enemy.” The guard moved slowly toward Win and the girl.




  “Jackson’s still out there, somewhere. With any luck, we should have two men coming in here shortly. Jackson and the scout from the wagon train were still fighting Indians when we rode out. The scout was out looking for Miss O’Connell when we came across him.”




  “The buryin’ detail we left just got in a bit ago,” the guard informed him. “Most of them are sacked out on the other side of this ridge with the rest of the troop. We got lookouts on all four corners. There ain’t a one of us getting much rest tonight, though.”




  “My father?” Laura asked. “He was injured. Did they see him?”




  “Sorry, ma’am. There wasn’t anyone still alive. They counted ‘em, buried ‘em and made a log describin’ ‘em best they could. Didn’t know any other way to try to identify ‘em.”




  “Thank you,” Laura said. Win could feel her pain as her hands tightened around his waist.




  “We’ll see you get a look at that log book,” Win said. He turned his attention back to the guard.




  “You’ve got good seclusion, here. Just one thing. Better find out who rolled a smoke and lit it. An Indian would have smelled it five miles before I did.”




  “I’ll pass the word, sir. No smokin’. We ain’t et anything much, but for some dry biscuits. Didn’t want to draw attention with a fire. There’s some left if’n you and the lady are hungry.”




  Hungry? Food! She hadn’t thought of food the whole day. Her throat was parched and constricted and she didn’t know if she could choke anything past the huge lump she felt there, but her stomach had been rumbling incessantly, expecting to be fed.




  Win had lost his appetite earlier in the day when he inspected the ravished wagon train. He didn’t know if he could force the coarse, dry biscuit down either. But I can’t expect to convince the girl to eat if I don’t.




  Win dropped Laura to her feet beside the horse and dismounted. He was stiff from the long ride. His heart was still pumping hard from the Indian encounter and their subsequent escape. Realizing his own condition, he thought the girl must be scared half out of her wits.




  He tied the horse’s reins to a sagebrush branch. A private came forward and unsaddled the animal. Win reached for the saddle blanket and tossed it over his shoulder. He took Laura by the elbow to lead her into the depression where the soldiers lay hidden by the wind-blown desert sand that formed low dunes around the rim of a dry lake bed.




  The guard handed food to Win and he passed a portion on to Laura. “I realize this isn’t very appetizing, but I suggest you try to get some of it down.”




  Laura nibbled at the biscuit’s edge as they walked toward the other soldiers.




  “At ease, men,” Win said as those awake stirred to rise and salute. “This is Laura O’Connell. Had to steal her away from some Indians, so we might be in for some trouble tonight.”




  “The wagon train’s scout is still with Jackson. They stayed behind to give us a head start. Watch for them...or Indians. I don’t know if they got away from the savages or not. In the meantime, get what rest you can. We may need to fight anytime.”




  God, I hope Stewart and Jackson don’t bring any unwanted guests with them—if they return at all. He assured himself he could trust Jackson not to lead anyone to them. And Stewart, being a wagon train scout, was wise to the Indian ways. The two men might have to wander around miles out of their way to protect the soldiers in their camp, but he was sure the small encampment of cavalry was secure...for the time being.




  Win spread his saddle blanket on the ground.




  “Go ahead. Get some rest,” he told Laura. “We’ll move out at daybreak, with or without Jackson and Stewart.”




  Laura was exhausted. Her head barely touched the blanket before she fell asleep. The smell of horse sweat and leather on the coarse blanket was comforting to her and she sank into a black hole of near unconsciousness.




  Win picked up his saddle and moved it closer to Laura. He settled his shoulders into the familiar cradle of the smoothly worn leather and laid his head on the curved seat. It felt good to rest. He listened to the soft chirp of crickets nearby in the underbrush. The sweet scent of the sagebrush reminded him of another time.




  He thought of a perfume-filled room at Madam Chow’s brothel in Virginia City. It was a place where a young woman called Amy lived and worked. Trusting his guards to warn of an intrusion, Win, too, was soon fast asleep and dreaming of Amy, the lavender-scent girl.




  When the sun edged over a mountain and lit a cloudless sky, the camp stirred. There had been no interruption during the night.




  Win worried about Jackson and Stewart. He hoped they hadn’t fallen to the Indians. He wasn’t sure the price of two lives for one was justified, but saving the settlers was their job. He looked at Laura still sleeping nearby.




  Well, she still has her fiery red hair. Although she was dirty and smoked up a bit, there didn’t appear to be any serious cuts or bruises. She would probably never wear the blue and white dress in public again, but it would have to do until he could get her something different.




  The soldiers moved cautiously, so as not to wake Laura, as they set about gathering their equipment and saddling their horses.




  The sergeant major approached Win. He quickly pulled the remains of a dry biscuit away from his mouth and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. He then whipped the back of his hand across his pants’ leg to remove the crumbs before he saluted.




  “Mornin’, sir.”




  Win straightened and returned his salute. “Morning. Best get the men in formation. We can’t wait for Jackson and Stewart. We’ll head for River Bed Station.”




  “Yes, sir. I got a horse for the lady. One of the boys brought a couple extra back with him from the train. Figured we might need ‘em and that the Indians would probably take ’em anyways.”




  “Good thinking. Tell him I said so.”




  Win walked over to Laura and bent down to shake her shoulder gently.




  She came awake with a start, swinging her fists and kicking her feet.




  “No. No. It’s all right,” he said, grasping both her shoulders in an attempt to restrain and calm her.




  When she remembered where she was, she fell into his arms shaking and sobbing.




  Win let her cry for a bit.




  “You’re safe now. I can’t tell you everything is all right, because I know you’ve lost your folks. I know it must be hard.” His hand stroked her hair as if she were a child.




  “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “It’s just so difficult to believe. It all happened so suddenly…”




  Even as she fought to contain her emotions she was vowing to herself she would never lose control again. What had happened was over and done with.




  “One second we were making our way across the desert, alive and looking forward to our new home. The next thing I knew, my mother was dead and my father was lying wounded on the ground.”




  I’m lucky to be alive. Others—entire families—were wiped out. I have to go on no matter how painful this is. She knew it was what her father would want. The discussion had come up twice while they traveled. Even before the family had set out on its journey, Red O’Connell had been forewarned about the dangers along the trail. Other adventurers who had attempted the trip once and failed had returned to restock and set out again. They were happy to tell their stories to anyone who would buy them a drink. Her father had emphasized to her and her mother along the trail, “If I get killed and you survive, you must go on! It’s my dream that we have a home in this new land. I dragged you all out here. Now, we’ve got to do the very best we can.”




  Her father’s words still ringing in her mind, Laura wiped her face and dried her eyes with the tail of one of her now ragged petticoats.




  “Thank you for being so patient.”




  Patient? Or helpless? It was unsettling to him. He could command his troop into the face of nearly any danger, but console a grieving woman? It was almost more than he could bear.




  He stood up and offered Laura his hand. An aide approached and picked up Win’s saddle. More to distract herself than to help, Laura picked up the blanket and shook the sand, as best she could, from its fibers. She handed it to the young man who stood holding the saddle.




  The aide, appearing far too young to be away from his family, took it and touched his hand to his hat in a respectful salute. He reminded her of her younger brother, Jimmy. This boy must be about his age. She wondered if Jimmy was on the trail now with the other wagon train from Great Salt Lake. She prayed silently for his safety.




  Win dusted sand from his trousers with the brim of his hat, and then adjusted his pant legs in his tall black boot tops. He straightened up and pulled his riding gloves on.




  “We’ll travel on to River Bed Station. Not too far from there, we’re in charge of constructing a fort to protect the folks in the area, and those who are traveling through,” Win told the distraught girl. “Right now, it’s mostly tents and foundations. But we’ve got most anything we need there. Best of all, the entire regiment is stationed there. There’s always safety in numbers.”




  She looked so vulnerable standing before him. She didn’t complain for herself, but he saw the pain deep in her azure blue eyes as her face grimaced in remembrance of the previous day’s terror and loss of her loved ones.




  “I have an aunt and uncle in Virginia City.”




  “That’s a short ride above the Carson River on the Comstock. I’ll see to it that you get safely to them,” Win promised.




  The girl rubbed her calico covered arms to help erase the early morning chill from her skin. She hugged herself for warmth as she followed Win to his horse. Alongside was the second horse for her to ride. The young soldier who had saddled Win’s horse held the stirrup for her to mount the other horse.




  She recognized the horse’s white markings on its black body. She had seen it grazing with the other animals of the wagon train’s remuda. Before putting her foot in the stirrup, she walked around the horse, running her hand over the horse’s rump and finding the rough brand of the supplier who had sold the horse to the travelers in St. Louis. Jimmy had ridden the same horse, she was sure, before signing on to go back and help with the second wagon train. Riding a familiar steed somehow might help ease the ache in my heart a bit.




  She stuck the toe of her shoe into the stirrup and bounced on one foot, for lift, then swung her leg over the saddle.




  The aide handed her his jacket. “Go ahead, ma’am,” he said at her hesitation. “Put it on.”




  Her eyes questioned his. After all, they were risking their lives to save hers. It hardly seemed fair to take his coat, too.




  “I’ve got an extra shirt and jacket rolled up in my bedroll and tied behind my saddle back,” he assured her. “I’ll get that one. You go ahead and take this.”




  “Thank you,” she said gratefully as she pulled the coarse blue wool around her shoulders and let the arms hang free at her sides. She felt the scratchy warmth of the cloth beneath her chin when she pushed the gold-plated button with its engraved eagle through the button hole and snugged it tight against her tender skin.




  She looked to Win for his approval, then waited for instructions.




  “No matter what happens, ride close to me,” Win said.




  “I will,” she promised.




  The troop formed a column of twos behind Win, Laura and the sergeant major.




  Win gave the signal to pull out and they rode briskly to take advantage of the early morning’s cool temperatures. He planned, by the heat of the day, to be at the Pony Express station situated on the dry, rocky bottom of the Carson River. The water was still good there, with the contamination from the mining only occasionally threatening to spoil its drinking quality. The riders would welcome the shade of the cottonwood trees by midday.




  Once there, at River Bed Station, they would have a short ride to the military property at the big bend of the Carson River. There, the government had claimed land for Fort Churchill.




  Win considered their route and kept his concerns to himself. He only hoped they survived. In this vast, dry country there were never any promises.




  Chapter 3




  The group had traveled less than an hour when Win saw a small dust cloud at a distance to the right and behind them. It was made by one, maybe two, horses, he estimated, by the time it took the trailing dust to dissipate. He judged if the riders continued in their current direction they would intersect the cavalry troop just short of the trail to River Bed Station on the Carson River.




  The sergeant major glanced at Win. Their eyes met and he nodded to acknowledge that he was aware of the incoming riders. If the riders were unfriendly, they wouldn’t be much of a threat to the number of men Win commanded in his group. Could be an Indian scouting party but they were usually careful to stay under cover of the nearby hills and not draw attention to their presence by racing their ponies down a dusty trail.




  Win signaled for the soldiers to slow their pace. They would let the riders catch up to them out in the open, away from the possibility of reinforcements hidden in the low-lying hills surrounding the valley.




  As the horses drew closer, Win raised his right arm to call a halt.




  “At the ready,” he called back.




  The solders sat their steeds and raised their weapons.




  Win made out the front horse carrying a rider; the following mount had cargo across the saddle. As they moved in closer, Win saw Stewart riding the lead horse. He recognized it as the rough-looking cavalry horse the Indians had stolen. Jackson’s horse was running in the rear. There was no mistaking the blue military uniform draped across the saddle.




  “That’s got to be Jackson in the back,” Win said. “Smith, Baker, the two of you ride out and meet them. Get Jackson off his horse and see what you can do for him. The rest of us will wait here.”




  “Hold your fire,” Win ordered the troop. He pulled his horse around and moved to observe the encounter. Laura moved her horse with his. She hated to think these men had been injured. The unbearable thought of Jackson being killed on her account made her shiver. She feared the worse.




  Win, sensing her concern, spoke.




  “It’s not your fault. Jackson was just doing his duty. If the Indians hadn’t hit the wagon train, there would have been no need to fight.”




  He was right, she knew. But she also knew she owed her life to these men and, somehow, she was determined to repay them.




  Stewart pulled to a stop when the soldiers reached him.




  There was a brief conversation, and then the two soldiers dismounted and lifted Jackson from his horse and laid him on his back on the ground. Stewart eased his horse toward Win while the soldiers checked Jackson over.




  “He’s alive,” he said when he was close enough for Win to hear.




  “Thank God for that much. Any hostiles following you?”




  “When we left their camp, they weren’t in any condition to chase anybody.”




  Win turned to the sergeant major. “Give the order to step down for a bit. We might as well rest here while we tend to Jackson’s immediate needs. Once he’s able to move, we’ll get him into some shade.”




  “How bad is he?" Win asked Stewart.




  “He’s lost a lot of blood. That Apache I told you about, Angry Bear?”




  “I saw him.”




  “He’s quite a fighter. I had my hands full with him and didn’t get over to help Jackson with the other one until it was almost too late. A second one ganged up on him just as I got there. That’s when Jackson got his worst blow.”




  “Are you all right?”




  “Except for a few sore spots and a cut or two, I’m fine. Broke my rifle butt on Angry Bear’s skull and had to leave it behind, though.”




  “We saw that.” Win brushed at a fly that buzzed his face.




  Laura couldn’t sit still any longer.




  “Maybe I can at least help dress Jackson’s wounds,” Laura told Win as she edged her horse away in the direction of the injured man.




  He let her go without comment.




  From the short distance, Win watched as she dismounted and bent to evaluate Jackson’s injuries and spoke to one of the soldiers. He saw her hand move as she brushed flies away from Jackson’s coat where they were gathering on the dried blood.




  She knew once she got to the damaged flesh, she would have to wrap extra fabric around his arm to keep the flies from laying eggs in the wound. The cut was fresh now. If they treated it right away, perhaps it would heal without the risk of infection. If not, well, maggots were a possible treatment, if gangrene set in. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that.




  One of the men took his canteen from where it hung on his saddle horn and handed it to her.




  Laura dropped the jacket from her shoulders and rolled it into a pillow for Jackson’s head. The sun had warmed the air, now, and Jackson needed the comfort far more than she did the extra warmth.




  Before situating the jacket, she cradled Jackson’s head in one arm and lifted the canteen to his lips, then sat the water aside. Carefully, she positioned Jackson’s head on the blue wool and asked for a knife to cut his torn jacket sleeve away from his wound.




  She studied the source of the blood and applied pressure above the laceration until, at last, the bleeding stopped.




  Laura tore strips from what decent material was left of her petticoats. She dampened a piece of cloth with water from the canteen and carefully wiped the wound. Then she bound the open cut, tying the bandage as tight as she dared to keep the flesh close enough to heal. He would have an ugly scar, she knew, but saving his life now was the important thing.




  As Win and Stewart watched the impromptu medical team work on Jackson, Stewart continued. “When I finally got Jackson out of the one Indian’s clutches and knocked the second Indian out, I saw that you and the girl had gotten away. So I drug Jackson off as fast as I could and got him on his horse. Guess he passed out once he was in the saddle. Anyway, I grabbed his horse’s reins and we tore out of there. I was kicking Indians away with my boots and firing what few bullets my six-shooter had left as fast as I could. I didn’t even bother to aim. Just figured on scattering the devils. Anything to break free with the horses. The Indian Jackson had been fighting with still dang near dragged me off this unsaddled cayuse we borrowed before I kicked him in the jaw and left him sprawled in the dirt.”




  “You’re sure they didn’t follow you?”




  “I couldn’t see that they did. The moon slipped behind a cloud so we had the darkness in our favor. I slowed up and we hid behind the first hill we came to. No one caught up to us or passed us there. Once we were far enough away, I stopped for a bit and got Jackson’s bleeding under control. I let him rest there, and then we started on again. Guess the ride this morning must have opened the wound back up. When I noticed Jackson slump in the saddle, I stopped again and moved him into position across the saddle so he didn’t fall off.”




  Stewart thought a bit. “No, I think we did a pretty good job of scattering their mounts. We ought to be to the Carson before they catch anything to ride. They won’t mess with us there.”




  As Win and Stewart watched, one of the cavalrymen gave Laura a boost up into the saddle. Before she could move her horse, Win started toward her. Stewart followed. Laura held her horse steady and awaited the approaching riders.




  When Win and Stewart reached her she said, “He’s badly hurt. He has a deep gash in his arm. The bleeding is stopped, for now. But, if we try to move him, it’ll surely start up again.”




  “That’s what probably happened the last time,” Stewart agreed. “I couldn’t risk waiting any longer, though.”




  “It’s just a few more miles to the station. Maybe five—six. Can he go that far?”




  “Certainly not across the saddle, like he was. We’ll have to fashion another way to haul him.”




  “I seen the Indians make a stick frame, wrap it with a blanket and drag their old people on that,” Stewart offered.




  “A travois. Of course,” Win said. “Private Smith,” he spoke to one of the men who had been helping Jackson, “ride back and get the sergeant major. Tell him I said to take a couple of men and see if they can scrounge up something long enough to haul Jackson on. It’ll slow us down considerably, but we can’t leave him here. If we do, the Indians will get him for sure.”




  Jackson, apparently conscious enough to hear the discussion, came to full consciousness long enough to ask for a gun.




  “Just leave me with some ammo, Lieutenant. I’ll slow those savages up so’s you can get away.” He started to rise to his elbow, winced and passed out again.




  Win looked at Stewart. “We can’t leave him here,” he repeated.




  The men gathered strong sagebrush branches and wove a makeshift carrier for Jackson. They wrapped it with the blankets from their bedrolls and tied the corners to keep them from slipping. They positioned Jackson’s lanky frame as high as possible on the device. Still, his boot heels were left to drag behind the branches. The horses following behind the carrier would obliterate the trail they left, Win hoped. He didn’t want the Indians to know they were slowed down by their burden.
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