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To my father, Harry.  A brave and honest cowboy.
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May,
1858


London, England


 


The fog lay heavy on the already darkening narrow
cobblestone streets and alleyways of London.  At intervals the gas lit street
lamps struggled to show a glimmer of light.  It was gloomy, dreary and damp.  Nothing
unusual.  Crime of every sort imaginable lay rampant on those narrow dark
streets at night.


 


The shrill laughter of a tavern wench cut through the
haze, as a tall, though bent, shadow of a man staggered slowly through the
confines of the thick smog.  His clothing was ragged and damp, his hair long
and matted.  He sighed, stifled a groan, deeply grateful for the fog cover, amid
the darkness of night, just barely aware that morning lay only a few hours
away.


 


As ghostly human shadows made their way from one gloomily
lit pub to another, the man staggered on, hoping for some form of shelter
before he fully collapsed from exhaustion and injury, along with total neglect
during the past years.  He quietly gasped for breath, one choking breath after
another, fearing to fully relax among the unknown, unfamiliar surroundings.


 


It was imperative that he find shelter quickly, as in
his weakened state he knew that every second counted, and when daylight came he
may well be found and taken back to the belly of the cargo ship he had escaped
from just twelve hours before.  The fog would lift somewhat during the daylight
hours, and he would no longer be hidden in the fog’s safety net.  As Logan made
his way slowly, through what he now hoped was an alleyway, though narrow and winding,
there were no gas lamps to attempt to light the way, and his procedure, slow
and labored that it was, was well hidden.  The stench from overflowing garbage,
and open sewage sickened his already deteriorating senses as he struggled
through the rat-infested litter.  No matter, as something shifted across his
foot, he was beyond caring or feeling.  This was still heaven, compared to the
surroundings and abuse he had suffered during the years of his captivity on the
high seas.  Six years?  Had it really been that long?  Maybe more like seven or
eight.  He wasn’t at all sure……. possibly eight. 


 


Logan
Wakefield tried to keep his mind active and alert, as he thought back to that
night long ago.  It had been at the docks of Seattle.  Yes, that was where he
had been drinking heavily with his new-found friend.  Ha!  Some friend!


 


Before that fateful night Logan had spent three long
years panning for gold in the Alaska gold fields and was on his way home to Wyoming.  He’d finally had a particularly eventful past year, and had turned in his small
fortune of gold dust to a Seattle bank account under his and his father’s
names.  Logan knew the money would be safe in his father’s name as well as his,
until he could start up a small cattle ranch.  The faded bank receipt had been
thoughtfully stuffed inside the lining of his left boot, and even though faded
now, it was still there, probably water-soaked too, but he could still feel it
was in there.  Surprisingly enough the captors hadn’t thought to search his
boots.  He’d dreamed of starting up a small spread ever since he’d first worn
long pants, and had struggled for years with that thought in mind, saving every
dollar he had made punching cattle, before finally giving the Alaskan gold fields
a try.  That had finally paid off!


 


Now, after all those wasted years at sea, just where
in hell was he???  He thought probably London, just guessing, though maybe he’d
heard the name somewhere on board ship.  He wasn’t sure of anything anymore.


 


One thing had kept Logan going during all those years
at sea, his strong belief that somehow, some way, he would escape, and finally
return home to start living again.  He would return to the mountains and
prairies, finally viewing them from between the ears of a horse, even any old
broken down nag would do now.  


 


He wondered just how many of his string of mustangs,
he’d captured and saddle-broke, his pa would have kept.  He could always get
more.  


 


It had been many years since he’d sent pa that wire
from Seattle, telling him that he was on his way home to Wyoming.  He’d briefly
mentioned finding enough gold dust to begin the ranch and opening the bank account. 
Seth Wakefield, Logan’s father, was a fine hard-working man, set his sights on
raising horses on his small spread twenty-five miles northwest of Buffalo, in Wyoming territory and that was where he’d raised his family.  Logan had also mentioned in the wire that he would be looking to buy a small herd of cattle
on the way home, so to expect him when he got there.  Yes, it had been a lot of
years since he’d sent pa that wire.  Had he given Logan up for dead?  He didn’t
think so, knowing that old man.  His mother, Cassandra, was a strong western
woman, hard as nails, but soft with her family, and she did fit well on the
horse ranch.  He wondered how she was doing but restrained himself from
thinking too much of home.  He also wondered how well his parents had aged
during the past years, though he needed to keep his mind on the present.  Also
just how the hell had a Wyoming boy ended up halfway across the world, on the
dark side of Hell. Maybe he’d figure it out sometime.


 


Seattle, the end of
everything and the beginning of nothing.  Years had been stolen from his young
life.  How old was he now?  He figured maybe thirty, or more.  Not sure.  He’d
been celebrating that night so long ago along the waterfront of Seattle, a large shipping port.  He had been treating a new-found friend, a bloke named
Jeremy, to many mugs of ale, and spending a bit of the gold dust he’d held back
to buy supplies and a good sturdy cattle horse for the trail home.  In
hindsight he’d remembered all too well that Jeremy hadn’t been imbibing nearly
as much ale as he’d been buying for him.


 


He had planned to travel part of the way home by stage
then by horse the rest of the way.  He thought of purchasing a small herd of
cattle on the way and hiring some hands to help push them towards home.  


 


Logan and his friend Jeremy were soon joined by
another character named Charlie.  Jeremy seemed to know him, but never admitted
to it.  Charlie was an unsavory character by appearance, but Logan was so far
into his cups by then, that everyone seemed to be a friend.  All buddies.  Pals. 
They slapped each other on the back and sang loudly, one bawdy song after
another.


 


The friendly, plump tavern wench went about collecting
empty mugs, and refilling others, always making sure that Logan’s cup was continually
full of the foaming brew.  What a setup.  Logan was usually a smart and careful
man; all the years in the rough goldfields had trained him well in that
respect.  He’d gotten careless.  His pa raised him better than that.


 


All three men finally left the tavern, planning to
seek another establishment along the waterfront, though Jeremy and Charlie, in
their friendly way, convinced Logan that he’d had enough celebrating, and
needed to be assisted back to his hotel room.  As they each took an arm they proceeded
to do just that.  Logan was in high spirits now, but through the haze of his
thinking, realized that he needed to get some rest for the long trip home.  


 


Jeremy, or maybe it was Charlie, (he never did get
their last names), told Logan that they’d come by the hotel in the morning to
see him off and tell him goodbye.  Suddenly realizing the men were helping him
walk along the darkened pier, Logan saw many ships tied up, and one was lit
with lanterns while sailors were busy loading merchandise onto the decks. Logan slurred, “Wait a minute boys, this isn’t the way to my hotel, and we’re jush goin’
back through the docks.”  He never did figure out which one of his ‘friends’
had slugged him from behind.


 


Logan Wakefield woke up twenty-four hours later with a
worse headache than he’d ever had in his entire life, deep in the belly of a
heavily loaded cargo ship, far out to sea.


 


Shanghaied!  That was years ago.  Long and torturous
years.  He had finally found his one slim chance to jump ship and under cover
of darkness and smog, he’d done just that.  But hell, he was halfway across the
world from home, now how to get back?


 


In his weakened condition, Logan tried to recapture
the memory of his beloved hills and plains of Wyoming territory.  The vision
was vague, but was there none-the-less.  That memory had kept him going, even
during the gold-fever years in Alaska, but mostly in the belly of the cargo
ship during his years in captivity.  He’d been exhausted from hard,
backbreaking labor.  There had been much sickness among the shipmates, and many
deaths at sea.  Then every few weeks or more, two or three new captives had
been brought aboard.  The small ration of food they were given wasn’t fit to
eat, but Logan was a survivor, and though he’d lost much weight during the
first months, he’d built muscle, more than he’d even had before, which had been
substantial.


 


Some of his memories were hazy, but he mostly
remembered Seattle in vivid color.  He would never forget the faces of Jeremy
and Charlie, the two thugs who’d ruined his life.  He hoped he’d run into them
some day, and with a vengeance he would deal out proper sentencing and
destruction to those two.  Logan blamed himself somewhat too though, as he had
really been stupid that night to trust strangers, not figuring out the obvious
for himself.  He had known better.  Yet he would still make those two wish
they’d chosen a different occupation.  And Logan would be stone-cold sober then
too.  He didn’t believe he would ever touch alcohol again, in any form.


 


Logan Wakefield had awakened those many years ago in
that creaking cargo ship, the Red Dragon, under the ownership and control of
Captain Devlin.  A cruel, inhuman sort of character.  Logan had for several
days after, the worst headache of his life.  There were about fifty other men
in the same hold of the ship.  The place was akin to a dark, dank dungeon, and
was to be his home for years to come.  It was the beginning of Hell on earth (actually
Hell on water) and far out in the briney sea.


 


Logan could hardly
believe that he was free now, though weak, stumbling, hungry, and badly injured,
but he was free!


 


Those hellish years, hopefully behind him now, could
never completely erase his hope of some day starting his own cattle spread.  It
didn’t even have to be the biggest one around, just workable, with a cool
rippling stream all his own.  He’d probably run about three-thousand head of
prime beef, and keep them on the sweetest grass in the valley.  They’d fatten
for several years, then the best of them to be driven to market, with the help
of a few hands working for him.  


 


Logan had to keep his
mind working, alert and thinking, though weariness and pain was setting in, he
knew he couldn’t hold out much longer.  Shelter had to be found quickly, before
he gave in and passed out completely. During his years of captivity, he had
traveled port to port, country to country, island to island, always in mind,
along with the other captives’ thoughts, to watch for the chance to jump ship. 
A hanging offense, but after so many years, many captives were willing to take
the risk.  A few mates took chances at the wrong time, though.  The rest
learned by their mistakes, and were more careful.  The men were chained during
stops for loading, and carefully guarded.


 


Captain Devlin had referred to the captives as his
bondsmen, and none of the legitimate crew members dared question him.  He was a
big burly man, and completely without feeling.  He dealt out punishment just
like he were swatting a fly, though that was long behind Logan now, and he
tried to keep his mind on the present situation.  He labored to breathe, while
he also blessed the recent rains of which thus had ensued the heavy fog, this
was his godsend, and he hoped that the other three captives were able to
successfully escape too.  They had pretended to be already chained when the mate
had come below as the ship entered the harbor, and the three had overpowered
the mate, who was also a guard of the captives, tied him up, and stuffed a rag
in his mouth.


 


The jump from that height, into the swirling dark
waters of the inlet, had been dangerous and risky, but Logan had taken this one
and only chance, and then jumped, taking a heavy bruising to his left shoulder,
along with a bang on the head, from some object that had been in the water. 
He’d even swallowed a mouthful of the briney stuff, gagging it up immediately. 
Freedom didn’t come easy.  His shoulder hurt, and he sported a bloody gash to
the left side of his head, that throbbed causing a painful headache.  But he
knew he’d live, hopefully a free man.


 


He’d planned to meet the other three escapees in the
small town of Freeman, Wyoming, in about three months, that is if they were
successful in escaping too.  They’d told him that they were all three
experienced hands, older men, and had worked cattle together, before being
shanghaied together nine years before.  So Logan had agreed to hire them on. 
Their names were Jim Reynolds, Mack Parsons, and Gable Johnson.  When he’d told
them of his plans, they’d looked forward to getting back in the saddle again.  Also
  Logan hoped his money was still safe; he’d deposited over Twenty-thousand
dollars in that Seattle bank.  He couldn’t wait to get back to American shores.


 


Now moving with even more caution, he was sure that by
now after about twelve hours of his freedom, that Captain Devlin was furious
and had men scouring the docks for him and the three others.  Devlin had had
fake bond papers drawn up, signatures forged, fake names, the whole works.  So
legally Logan belonged to the Captain.


 


In his weakened state, he mistakenly reached out to
grab a handful of the heavy fog for support and almost fell. He needed to
steady himself, the effort was wasted.  He was to the point of no return.  Just
then, after what seemed like miles he had gone, though was probably only a few
blocks, Logan spotted a very dim ghost of a light coming from a doorway which
led into the narrow alleyway through which Logan had been stumbling and
staggering.   It appeared to be a small back entrance to a large warehouse, a
more than weathered stone building, though an apparently sturdily built
structure.  He then gave one last struggling effort to reach the doorway, his
giant, though gaunt frame shuddering as he reached the opening, then his hand
reached out to grasp anything for support, succeeding in clutching ahold of a
handful of some kind of roughly woven material, as he gazed upward from his
slouched position.  The material appeared to be the dark green and gold of a
plaid skirt, long and pleated, hugging shapely yet narrow hips.    Raising his
eyes even higher they fastened onto the most frightened, wide-eyed,
silvery-blue eyes he’d ever seen.  He promptly fainted.
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Beckford
Manor, England


May,
1858


 


Twenty-five year old Olivia Worthington, niece on her
mother’s side to the much titled Lord Claude Beckford, pushed the final latch
closed on her large decorative steamer trunk, then shoved back a loose golden
curl which had escaped her usually tight smooth bun.  The two steamer trunks
along with a medium-sized valise and one small carpetbag had been very closely
sorted through one last time, before closing them.  


 


With a satisfied smile, the golden-haired Olivia
glanced at her personal maid, and friend, Amelia Blackstone, as she firmly
stated.  “Well, my friend, I do believe that is everything I shall need for my
journey across the ocean.”


 


Amelia, an older and very prim woman in her middle
forties, hugged Olivia tightly as a tear escaped from the corner of her
friendly brown eyes, and she managed to reply, “I still wish you’d stand up to
that uncle of yours, and refuse this foolish journey, but at least take a few
of those nice ball gowns you have.”


 


“Really Amelia, they would be of no use to me in that
vast wilderness of the Americas, and certainly even less on those tropical
islands we plan to visit later on.  My serviceable clothing will be sufficient
for my needs during my travels and sightseeing with Uncle Claude.  Besides he
insisted on my bringing heavy clothing for the winter months too, as we’ll be doing
a lot of traveling during those months.  I did throw in my galoshes, heavy
gloves, umbrella and a heavy woolen shawl.  How much more room could I have
left in those trunks?”


 


Amelia brushed a teary cheek as she sputtered, “Well,
child, I will certainly miss you, after all these years.  Now he just suddenly
pulls you away.  I certainly hope you know what you are in for.”


 


“It
won’t be so bad, and you’ll have a lot of rest now.”


 


“Ha, who needs it, along with the worry lines I’ll be
havin’ while you’re gone.  Mercy, you were just a babe of ten when you and that
brother, Garth, of yours were just literally dropped on the doorstep for your
uncle Claude to raise.  His Lordship bloody well knew next to nothing of little
ones, and how you two led him on a merry chase those first few months.  I saw
the gray hairs popping out all over his head.”


 


Olivia sighed in remembrance, “I know, Amelia dear,
but he soon learned to love us as his own, though he did put up with a lot,
didn’t he?” She swallowed, and gave Amelia an emotional hug, as she added,
“Never having had children of his own, it’s a wonder Uncle Claude put up with
our antics, but he claims we two scamps were his salvation.  Salvation from peace
and quiet maybe.”  She laughed in fond memory now.  “But then my brother Garth
with his active and ambitious ways tried so hard to fit into this well-run
manor with its many antiques and perfection, so many servants and so many
rules, it’s a wonder he didn’t leave before he did five years ago.  I know
Uncle Claude misses the rogue, just won’t admit to it.  I suppose Garth is
still captaining his own cargo ship in competition with Uncle, as if Uncle
Claude really cares.  It’s rather a standing joke to him anyway.  Well, cheer
up Amelia, the time will pass quickly. Uncle Claude has so looked forward to
this vacation; I can’t disappoint the old softie.  He’s made the trip many
times himself, and he does own the liner anyway.  He can always have it turned
around and head back if he so chooses.”


 


“Certainly,
Miss, and pigs fly too.”  Sniffed Amelia.


 


Laughing, Olivia said, “We need to have this baggage
toted down to the carriage now, and then see if Uncle is ready.”


 


“I guess we packed everything we could think of Miss. 
Oh, did we remember to put in the sewing kit, and knitting needles?  I did pack
a few skeins of yarn.”


 


“That we did, and a few books in the bottom of the
largest trunk, along with my favorite book of poetry.  As it is, I’ll probably
sink the ship with all that weight.”


 


Amelia shuddered, “It’s well you’re taking enough
necessities, as I doubt you’ll be able to purchase any replacements for
anything in that heathen country of the Americas.  I’m still against your Uncle
Claude hauling you halfway around the world.  I heard that land is full of
savage Indians, just about a hundred different tribes, and countless thousands
of them.”


 


“Oh, Amelia, for heaven sakes,” Olivia chided softly,
“Uncle has assured me that the land is mostly civilized, and they have large
cities there too, nothing the size of London though, but mercy, look at the
unsavory characters that roam the streets of London.”


 


“Well,
Amelia sniffed, “I’ll believe all that when you are safely home again.” 


 


Lord Claude Beckford sat at his heavy oak antique desk
in his well-carpeted study, on the first floor of the Beckford manor.  He
tapped the ashes from his pipe into the copper ash tray, which had been an
import from India, as he sighed deeply, then leaned back in the comfortable
leather chair.  “What else can I do?”  He thought to himself, “My niece is
twenty-five years old, and never seems to approve of any of the young men I
have introduced her to.  Her brother, the infamous rogue that he is, will never
settle down to running my vast holdings for me.  He just wants to roam the
universe himself, seeking his own fortune.  It will be up to Olivia to wed
someone of means, who is experienced in running such vast holdings of which I
have acquired during my lifetime.  Lord, am I making the right decision in
insisting she accompany me on this excursion around the world, with the hope
that she will then meet someone she approves of?”


 


Lord Beckford was a much traveled man himself, but
then his position required that he be away from England for at least part of
every year.  This would be Olivia’s first trip on the high seas.  She had been completely
happy to spend her years as a young spinster living at the beautiful country
estate, foregoing all future involvements with young men.  There had been one
young man, Henry Jefferson Adams III, an ambitious sort of character, who
practically had insisted that Olivia become betrothed to him, and would not
take no for an answer.  Lord Beckford had his background thoroughly checked and
found him to be an imposter, as well as virtually penniless, possibly needing
some of the Beckford holdings to help him maintain his extravagant lifestyle,
along with a large dowry that would come with wedding Olivia.  


 


That had been five years previous, just before Garth
had taken off for places unknown.   Beckford, with Garth’s able and willing
assistance, (not to mention gleefully intimidating), had the young imposter
literally thrown from the manor during his last and final visit with Olivia. 
Olivia hadn’t been interested in matrimony then, as now.  Lord Beckford knew
there were many eligible young men of means however, but short of arranging a
marriage for her, as some of his associates had done with their stubborn
offspring, there wasn’t much he could do.  Well, this trip would last six to
ten months, at least show Olivia a bit of the outside world.  


 


Beckford Manor, located in the beautiful fertile
countryside, five miles south of London, included around five hundred acres of
land, with several small lakes and a running stream.  Several buildings housed
the servants and their families, also a carriage house, and barn, made up the
estate, not to mention the Manor itself, which was a masterpiece in
architecture.  Another property was a nearby farm, which employed a family of
workers to provide the produce.   


 


Olivia’s uncle, the honored and titled Lord Claude
Beckford, also possessed title to several large estates around England and was Olivia’s dear departed mother’s brother.  A stately gentleman in every
sense of the word, the white-haired well respected Lord ran a worldwide
shipping industry which had been in the family for generations, along with many
factories in other countries specializing in goods for importing, also the
liner they would be traveling on was owned by Lord Beckford. Claude proudly knew
that Olivia adored her world-traveled uncle with all her heart, as for over
fifteen years he had been the only parent for herself, and brother Garth,
though Garth had had many ‘growing’ pains during his ten years at the Manor,
and being five years older than Olivia, had left to seek his ‘fortune’, also to
continue being the ‘rogue’ that he was fast becoming, while at the same time,
leaving behind a trail of disappointed lasses, and numerous broken hearts.  


 


While in his teens, Garth had been sent to military
school for two years, but his wild ways had gotten him so many detentions, that
finally he’d been kept at the manor, with the made-up position of overseeing
the stables, keeping things in order there.  He’d left home at twenty-five
years of age, and in all figuring, would be around thirty now……. wherever he
was.


 


Lord Claude had had neither the expertise nor the
temperament to finish raising half-grown children, but did his best to pamper
and spoil Olivia, though at the same time dealing out strict rules to Garth,
which of course Garth did his best not to follow.  It was a big joke among the
employees, to see which of the rules the young man would break during any
twenty-four hour period.  Garth always prone to adventure, was the image of his
late father and literally cut of the ‘same cloth’, an irresistible devil in
every way.


 


Being intent upon leaving the security of home, Garth
had joined up with a friend and taken off for the unknown.  First working along
docks around the world, and then finally, with funds which had been kept in
trust for him, he had purchased a cargo ship.  Not a large one, but one that
served the purpose.  Then he and his friend, Paul Langford, slightly older than
Garth, and a stabilizing influence on him, sailed the high seas, going from one
exotic port to another for several years.  The investment had been a success,
and Garth had wound up with a small fleet of ships with contracts to haul freight
to many ports of the world.   


 


Olivia’s light tap on the door interrupted Lord
Claude’s thoughts, and he knew it was time to have the carriage loaded.


 


<><><> 


 


The country air was fresh and damp from the recent
rain, as the carriage bounced along the winding road toward the city. The Lord
had foreseen to hire two guards to ride horseback along the way, on either side
of the carriage, as road agents were prevalent along the highways, and he
didn’t want to risk Olivia’s safety.  They relaxed and enjoyed the long ride
through the darkness of the countryside.  As the coach creaked through the
quiet of the dark night, the low-hanging fog became thicker, and the miles sped
by as the two white horses made their way, by habit more than sight, to the
winding cobblestone roads of London, then towards the huge inlet, where many
ships were tied up awaiting launching.  


 


The Liner was due to sail sometime in the wee hours of
the morning, and Lord Beckford wanted Olivia to be more than settled in her
stateroom, and he in his, long before sailing time, thus avoiding the rush of
many last minute passengers.  Their belongings would be loaded soon, but
meanwhile Lord Beckford had to make one stop before departing; that would be at
one of his many warehouses along the pier.  He had some last minute paperwork
to catch up on, though there was still plenty of time, and he had explained
this to Olivia before leaving.


 


Lord Beckford’s carriage was large, black, sleek and
shiny, as it now traveled through the road nearing the waterfront.  The sturdy
horses trod on through the streets, engulfed by the heavy fog, and only a
lantern here and there could be seen through the thick mush.  Olivia looked
through the side window, but could not see a thing.  So she leaned back with a
sigh, thinking back to the night, five years before, when Garth had packed only
a small valise with a few of his belongings, then sat upon the dark gold-tinged
velvet divan in the parlor, telling her goodbye.  Garth with his chestnut hair
and laughing brown eyes, the teasing smile through the thin mustache he had
chosen to grow from the time his first whisker had appeared on his face.  


 


“Oh Garth, brother mine,” Olivia thought as she was
jounced around on the carriage seat, “Won’t you ever settle in one place?  Will
you even be in the Americas when we land there or will your aching feet have
already taken you to some tropical island? 


Olivia missed seeing her brother, having only received
a couple of letters a year from him since his departure from the manor.  The
possibility of seeing Garth was one of the main reasons she had agreed to this
journey.  Having no reason otherwise to travel, she was very comfortable with
her life in the country.  


 


Also she had heard a few snickers behind her back, a
time or two, referring to her as that ‘wealthy’ older spinster lady.  Well, she
did not look her twenty-five years anyway, and many of her former classmates
were now showing lines and wrinkles, and were coping with large families. 
Olivia felt that she would marry for love, and as yet had failed to meet the
perfect man.  Until then, as she had explained to her uncle many a time, she
would be content to reside at the Manor, far out from the crime-infested city,
with its squalor and filth.


 


Olivia hoped that Garth had received the wire that
Uncle Claude had sent to one of Garth’s offices in China, with copies forwarded
to several other possible ports, asking him to please, if possible, meet them
at the harbor in New York when they arrived there.  Otherwise they would await
word from him while staying at the inn.  


 


There was a cattle ranch somewhere in a place called ‘Texas’, that they had discussed the possibility of visiting while in America.  One of Lord Beckford’s many holdings, left to him some ten years before by a
distant relative, and as it appeared to be a fairly good source of income, Beckford
had decided to keep it in mind to visit the place if possible.    


 


As the coach wound nearer to the darkened, foggy and
cluttered waterfront, Olivia gasped and clutched the small carpetbag which she
had kept at her side, “Goodness, Uncle Claude, I can’t see a thing through all
this.  Are we still stopping at your warehouse?  I do believe I can see a few lanterns
now from the ships, with some sort of movement going on.  Are some of the ships
being loaded on such a dark night, as ours will be?”


 


Claude laughed, “One question at a time, my dear.  Yes,
we will be indeed stopping at the warehouse, but of course there is a lounge at
the back of the building behind my office, and you can rest there, until we are
ready to leave.  I have instructed the coachman to wait outside until then, as
our luggage will be perfectly safe with our guards standing near, we’ll have
everything loaded at that time.”  He paused smiling down at her, “And yes, lots
of ships load during all kinds of weather, the men are used to it, and can
almost feel their way in the dark, much more through the smog.”


 


Just then a burst of loud laughter came floating
across from one of the taverns which they were passing, and someone called out,
“Hey have any of you blokes seen a wayward escapee, let me know if you do. 
It’ll be a fine handful of shillings for the one who brings him in.  Several
bondsmen jumped ship last night, and we have yet to catch nigh a one o’ ‘em. 
The captain of the Red Dragon will be forever grateful.”


 


A drunken voice hollered back, “Hey, matey, if’n I
come across a one o’ them, it’ll be work for me’self I’ll put ‘em to.  Ha, ha,
they’ll be in chains on me own ship before the night’s o’er.”


 


Olivia grasped ahold of her uncle’s sleeve, and said,
“Uncle Claude, they can’t be hunting down men like animals, can they?  It just
isn’t right.  Oh, those poor men.”


 


Claude patted her hand lovingly, and answered, “I’m
sorry, Niece, but that’s the way of the world.  Those bondsmen owe so many
years of hard labor, for their debts.  I have never believed in the practice,
but it is still prevalent in the business, and in the Americas, and other lands they still hold to the practice, also some even deal in slave
trade.”


 


Olivia shuddered, “But that’s so barbaric.  I wouldn’t
stand for it for a minute.”


 


“That’s the way of the world dear, and hopefully
sometime in the future the practice will be outlawed.  But until then, we can’t
do a thing about it, short of helping the poor souls if we should come across
them, risking our own selves at the same time.  When those poor fools jump ship,
that’s treason, and some of them take on violent and desperate ways too.  It’s
best we don’t become involved.  Now let’s see if we are nearing the warehouse,
as the coachman just slowed those prancing steeds of mine.”  


 


“Uncle Claude, Olivia began as the shiny black coach
pulled up before the dim outline of a huge block building.  “Do you believe
we’ll be able to see Garth?  It has been years and only a few letters.”


 


“Hopefully, Ollie, just maybe we’ll catch that brother
of yours.  We’ll see, though we may have to extend our travels a bit if we have
to track that rascal around the world.”


 


Olivia snickered at the thought of literally running
after Garth, as he sprinted across the Globe.  She smoothed her skirts, and
clutched her carpetbag, “You’re always so optimistic, Uncle, so we’ll just
leave it at that.”  She then prepared to leave the coach.


 


Lord Beckford, usually shrewd and stern, an
experienced businessman in dealing with all types of traders around the world,
was light-hearted at the moment, as he alit from the coach, and then turned to
help Olivia down.


 


He then took her arm and steered her to a small
doorway to the left, “This way dear.”  He said.  The doorway was barely
distinguishable through the fog, though a dimly-lit lantern hung at the side. 
He retrieved a key from the pocket of his coat, and then turned it in the
lock.  He led Olivia inside.  She noted several lanterns were hung on pegs
along the walls, and as she had never been inside one of her uncle’s warehouses
before, it was a bit eerie, though fascinating at the same time.  Cavernous,
cool and damp, the place was.


 


“Oh, my!”  Olivia breathed, “Just look at this.” 
Through the dimly-lit warehouse, her gaze traveled at length, taking in the
hundreds of large shipping crates.  Lord Beckford turned and slipped the latch
on the door, securing the lock.


 


“Oh, my.”  Olivia again said.  “The spicy odors in
here are magnificent.”


 


Her uncle smiled fondly, “Yes, he began, “spices are
heavily traded from port to port, among other things.  There is a great demand
for those around the world, along with the amazing craftworks and artistry of
foreigners.  Some fruit, such as pineapples, bananas, cocoanuts, and the like,
I leave for the smaller shippers.  The shorter runs mostly of those products
are their ‘bread and butter’, so to say, and never let it be said that I hogged
the whole industry.”


 


“Never, uncle, never indeed.”  Olivia declared
lightly.


 


“Also, Niece,” Claude continued in a more serious
note, “we work here twenty-four hours a day; though for now it’s quiet because
a crew just left duty and another is due to take over in just about one hour. 
We should be already on board by then though.  By the way, our ‘lady’s’ name is
the ‘Silver Princess’.”


 


“What a beautiful name, and I shall be honored to be
sailing with her, Uncle Claude.”  Olivia stated.  “I know they name ships with
exotic names, sometimes lady’s names, such as this one.  I believe I love the
‘Silver Princess’ already.”


 


They made their way through narrow aisles between
stacks of odorous crates, then down a long dimly-lit hallway to the far rear of
the building.


 


“We have several hours,” Lord Claude began, “before
sailing time, and this paperwork won’t take more than a half-hour at the most.”


 


He unlocked his office door, then while Olivia waited,
he lit two lanterns from his desk, then handed one to her.  “Across the room,
and through that doorway, is a lounge dear.  You may freshen up and rest on the
divan in there while I work.”


 


“Thank you, Uncle.”  She answered, and started across
the room, then through the doorway he’d mentioned.


 


“Oh, my!” she looked around at the finely furnished
lounge, with its white wicker furniture and imported fine artistic décor. 
Olivia was surprised, and delighted at the lovely and tastefully furnished lounge,
and proceeded to enjoy herself as she set down the lantern, then took off her
heavy woolen cape, tossing it onto the wicker divan with its brightly colored
pad.  She smoothed her skirts, and then unwound her hair, brushing it until it
sparkled, with the brush she had retrieved from her carpetbag.  Then carefully
rewound the long golden tresses into a tight bun, returning the hairpins to
their proper positions.


 


Olivia washed her face and hands with the cool water
she poured into a small bowl, from a china pitcher that had been setting on the
white wicker stand next to the divan, then patted her face dry with a white
towel she’d found next to the bowl.  


 


She yawned and stretched, thinking of lying on the
divan for a moment, but first she noted the doorway leading outside, probably
to the alleyway.  Deciding to peek outside, only for a moment, maybe see if the
fog had lifted any, also wanting to air out the musty, stuffiness of the air in
the lounge, Olivia crossed to the door.  Unlocking, then lifting the latch, she
opened the door, after a couple of tugs, as it was a heavy door, and hard to
open.  After the second try, it gave way, then she stepped to the opening, and
took in a deep breath of the heavy though cool, damp air, then noted the fog
hadn’t lifted a bit, was still thick as chowder; she couldn’t see a thing as
she tried to peer into the darkness.  


 


But then she did see something, something bulky, dark
and huge.  Right in front of her!  As she started to step quickly back into the
room, she heard a groan, then a stumbling and thrashing about, as something
grasped and tugged at her heavy woolen skirts.  Then a solid thud, as that
something crumpled at her feet, still clutching the rough material of her plaid
skirt.


 


Olivia muffled a scream, panicked, then terrified, she
froze.  “Uncle ...Uncle Claude …here, quick!”  She’d tried to shout, to scream,
but the words only came out in a muffled choked gasp.
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The Silver Princess gave a soft fluid feeling she
glided gracefully through the peaceful seas.


 


The sun shone bright, and they were four days gone. 
An early morning breakfast was being served in the dining hall, and Olivia sat
quietly at the Captain’s table, she on the right of the captain, who sat at the
head of the table, and her Uncle Claude at the captain’s left.  It was a
well-set-up table, and the settings were elegant, truly a luxury liner in every
sense of the word, as Lord Beckford had failed to mention to Olivia before
embarking on the journey, though she should have known that he would see to her
comfort in every way on this trip.  She was nevertheless impressed.  Her
staterooms were comfort themselves, and she was anxious for the meal to end so
she could return.


 


Captain Stuart McBride, a young dark-haired serious
young captain, sat at the head of the table looking very distinguished.  Two
other couples sat at the table, at the captain’s invitation, as was the custom,
Mr. and Mrs. Dale Peterson, and the Orville Becks, two older couples who
undoubtedly had traveled extensively, as they couldn’t stop telling Olivia of
their many trips abroad, and to the Orient.  Olivia tried not to yawn, as Mrs.
Peterson just finished telling about their latest journey, for the fourth
telling since she had met the woman two days before.  


 


As the woman paused to take a breath, Captain McBride,
who had been overly attentive to Olivia thus far, turned to her and said, “Tell
me, Miss Worthington, are you enjoying your journey so far?”


 


“Oh yes, indeed, Captain, you are so kind to ask.” 
She answered.


 


The captain smiled, while patting his lips carefully
with a white linen napkin, “Fine, fine,” he answered, “I wonder if,” he nodded
in the direction of Lord Beckford, and continued, “with your uncle’s permission
of course, you would care to take an excursion around the deck, so that I can
show you the entire ship.  It would be most pleasurable to me to show you
around.”  He leaned back in his chair very proud that he had finally broached
the subject of spending some time alone with Olivia.


 


Olivia was most flattered, and did not want to hurt
the captain’s feelings, but needed to tactfully decline, as she was most
anxious to return to her suite of rooms below deck.  Before she could think of
a proper way to refuse the captain’s kind offer, she was saved by her uncle
answering for her, “Actually,” Claude began, as he kindly nodded toward
McBride, “I was planning to show my niece around ‘my’ ship myself.  Although we
appreciate your kind offer, I believe I can find my way around after all these
years of sailing on ‘her’.  I know how ‘busy’ a captain you are sir, and we
would certainly not wish to part you from your ‘duties’, though if you feel
that you can ‘spare’ the time, maybe the Petersons and the Becks would
appreciate a personal tour from such a gracious host as yourself.  I’m sure
that in ‘all’ of their previous travels they have never been given a personal
tour from the captain himself, and how very kind of you indeed to offer.” 
Ignoring the captain’s flushed and irritated countenance, Lord Beckford stood. 



 


Olivia choked back a snicker, and swallowed, as her
uncle quickly excused them from the table. Standing tall then taking Olivia’s
arm, he thanked the red-faced captain again for his hospitality, and he
escorted her back to her three-room suite off the lower deck.


 


The sea was calm and peaceful as they walked into the
sitting room area.  Lord Claude spoke to the chambermaid, who just entered from
one of the other rooms, and he asked, “Maria, how is he?  Is there any change?”


 


“No, sir, the gentleman still sleeps, though more
peacefully now.  A bit of the ranting and raving, talking nonsense as of the
last few days, but not as much as when you first brought him.  I did get a few
mouthfuls of broth down the lad, but not all that much.”


 


Olivia said, “Why don’t you have a bite of food, Maria,
and rest a while.  I’ll watch over the patient now, just be sure and be back
here by lunchtime, but please bring me a tray.  I don’t think I want to sit
through another meal in the dining room today.  Bring an extra plate too; we
need to try to get some nourishing food in him if at all possible.”


 


Maria, a petite little Spanish lady, answered and
nodded, “Si, Señorita.  I’ll be sure and do that, and thank you for trusting me
this way.  I’ll not let you down, my husband, Ricardo, told me of the
situation, and you can rest assured that no one else on the ship knows of the
young man.”  With that Maria picked up a tray stacked with bowls and spoons,
and after nodding, left the stateroom.  


 


Lord Claude shook his graying head, “What have I done,
Ollie, putting you in the middle of a situation like this?  But I just couldn’t
live with myself if we’d left the bloke to the street ruffians back there, and
then we were due to sail.  What more could we have done?”


 


Olivia smiled and hugged her uncle, “Uncle Claude, you
are just an old softie, as I have often told you.  Sometimes you put on that
stern exterior, but I know you better.  You couldn’t have left him there, even
if I hadn’t insisted in bringing him with, in spite of your protests.  It’s a
good thing the men hadn’t loaded my steamer trunks yet, as he did fit nicely in
the larger one.  That is after unloading all that extra clothing I shouldn’t
have packed in the first place.  It did work out, now didn’t it?”


 


“Yes dear, my men wondered why that trunk seemed so
much heavier when they toted it back out of the office though.  I told them I’d
added a few vases and trinkets and statuettes from the Orient, that you’d set
your heart on.”


 


“Well, it was your quick thinking, Uncle, in having
your men bring in my trunk in the first place, I hadn’t thought of it.  We
really did have to do some cramming to get him into it though, didn’t we?”


 


“Well, whoever the bloke is, let’s hope that he
recovers, and starts a new life somewhere, not to be sold into bondage again.” 
Claude then turned to leave, telling Olivia, “I’ll return in about an hour, let
me know if there is any change.  I’m sorry that he has to stay in here, but as
I said, I don’t have the extra room, also many of the ship’s crew stop by my
stateroom for some reason or the other, even our very attentive captain.  So it
would be risky to have him in there.  I have given strict orders that no one
but your personal maid, Maria, shall be allowed to bother you in your
quarters.  Except for Maria’s husband Ricardo.  And those orders, of course, are
much to our amorous captain’s great sorrow.  


 


“However,” he continued, “with Maria and Ricardo
staying the night in the sitting room here; you are perfectly safe should the
young man awaken. I’m so sorry, dear niece, you had to leave so much of your
clothing in the closet of my office back at the warehouse, so we could make
room for a perfect stranger to be ‘stuffed’ into the trunk.  Believe me; you
shall be outfitted with a whole new wardrobe when we reach the new land.”  


 


“Heavens, Uncle, you act as if I’m some spoiled little
debutante!  You should know me better than that.  I care naught for a lot of
frills, only my books, of which I did put a few into my carpetbag then.  Well,
we couldn’t just let the poor fool be taken back, after I had gotten over my
initial shock anyway.  It was really a fright having him fall at my feet like
that, but when I saw that the poor man was injured, my own fright fled in a
hurry.  Those bruises have been there awhile, and that awful head injury was
recent though.  What a pitiful state for any living creature to be in.”


 


Claude agreed, and then asked, “You are going to watch
over him now?”


 


“Of course, and it really does beat walking the deck
with our ‘amorous’ captain.”  She laughed.


 


“Oh yes,” Claude turned back to her, shaking his head,
“what to do about our captain.  The poor bloke is quite taken with you now
isn’t he?  Well, just don’t try to keep up with your brother’s record, breaking
hearts, my dear.”  He laughed.


 


“Oh mercy, Uncle Claude, perish the thought, and
anyway that would be undoubtedly very hard to do, besides I seriously doubt the
nice captain is in love with me, probably more with your wealth.”


 


“No, Ollie, do not underrate your charms and looks.  You
know you are quite lovely, and one of these days the proper young man will
capture your heart.”  He chuckled.


 


“Certainly, Uncle, and pigs fly too.”  She laughed.


 


“Well, Niece, I can see that I got you away from the
influence of your maid Amelia just in time.  That woman is a terrible influence
on your language.  That humor of hers will get her in trouble some day.”


 


Olivia laughed, and waved him away, “Go rest.  I’m
going to check on our patient.”


 


Claude left, and Olivia clicked the lock on the door.


 


They had had the large steamer trunk delivered to
Olivia’s suite, as it would be safer there for the poor sick stranger who
they’d hoped wouldn’t smother with a few pieces of clothing tucked around him,
as he lay stuffed and crammed into the trunk.  He was still breathing though,
as Claude with the assistance of Ricardo Cortez, a long time employee of the
lines, and now working on the Silver Princess, had pulled him out of there and
bedded him down on one of the bunks which were attached to a wall in the extra
room of Olivia’s suite.  


 


Ricardo was a very trusted employee, and loyal to Lord
Beckford.  Having worked for him and travel with him for years, Beckford knew
that Ricardo and his wife, Maria would be completely trustworthy, and possibly
the only ones that they could trust in circumstances like the present one.  


 


The captain now, on the other hand, was a good
captain, but an ambitious young man, and very loyal to the government in every
way.  So keeping the patient hidden was of the utmost importance.


 


Olivia pulled up a chair alongside the bunk, sat down,
and listened to the labored breathing of the patient, while she gazed at the
sleeping figure.  It was hard to tell whether he was handsome or not, with the
sunken cheekbones, and bruises covering him.  “Mercy,” she thought to herself,
“what am I thinking of his looks for at a time like this.  The poor fella may
be dying, and here I’m thinking about what he may look like.”


 


But she couldn’t take her eyes off the fascinating
stranger.  His hair was long, past his shoulders’ though matted, but black as
coal, skin bronzed from either sun or heritage, she couldn’t be sure which,
maybe a mixture of both.  Massive shoulders and muscular arms, probably from
back-breaking labor for many years it seemed, though his face was gaunt and
haggard, his stomach flat.  “Oh my,” she thought suddenly, “When his health
returns, he would be the most magnificent, impressive of creatures, if not
downright handsome, well at least greatly proportioned.”


 


He stirred, mumbled a few unintelligible words,
nothing of which she could understand, then loudly rasping, “Chow time, let’s
put the feed bag on.”  Then he said clear as day, “Rope that calf and get that
hot iron over here, brand that maverick ‘fore the critter gets loose.”  He’d
been thrashing his arms about and Olivia reached around him with both arms, and
literally held him down to keep him from falling from the bunk.  She needed to
call to her uncle, but couldn’t let go of the patient either.


 


Then all of a sudden he spoke slowly, distinctly, as
if in awe, “Well, what do we have here?  A wench ready, willing and able.  Ah’m
a little under the weather right now love, but soon as I get my strength back,
I’ll be happy to oblige you with ever’thin’ I got.”


 


Olivia jumped back startled, and quickly let go of
him, as she looked down into two very bloodshot emerald-green eyes, in which
danced stars of humor, mixed with pain, and on the sexiest lips, the sappiest, most
lazy expression she’d ever seen.


 


“Oh,” she sputtered, gasping, “I was just trying to
save you from falling, you egotistical lout.  To think that I’ve been trying to
save your worthless life.”


 


She ran from the room, as she heard weak laughter
behind her.  “What is the matter with me,” she muttered as she shut the door then
breathlessly leaned against it.  “It’s obvious the poor man is delirious.”  


 


Olivia stiffened her spine, tilted her small perky
little chin, then patted her tight golden blonde bun, tucked a loose strand
behind her ear, then took a deep breath.  She thought, “Why have I reacted to a
very ill person’s mutterings like that?  I am usually a very calm and collected
person.”  And with that thought in mind, she felt to see if her very prim bun
was still in place.  Satisfied, she once again opened the door then hesitantly
stepped inside.


 


Raspy even breathing told her that the ‘patient’ was
once again sleeping, or pretending……or well whatever.  She approached the bunk,
and lightly put her cool hand to his temple, which she found to be still very
hot to the touch.  


 


Feeling that he was feverish, she then moved to a
small end table, which was secured to the wall, and which held the pitcher of
cool water.  Pouring a bit of the cool liquid into a basin, she then took a
clean cloth from the stack that Maria had left there for that purpose, and
after dipping the cloth into the water, she wrung it out and returned to the
patient.  Carefully she laid the folded wet cloth onto his forehead.  


 


Her wrist was caught in a steel grip, pulling her hand
and cloth away, and in a low, raspy and weak voice, he said, “Throw away the
damned rag, sweetheart, just touch me with your cool soft hand again.  I’m weak
as hell, but your cool touch sure feels like Heaven!”  Olivia quickly looked
down into his face, and noted his eyes were still closed, but his bruised and
battered face was grinning dreamily.  “Oh…….you……you’re awake.”  She sputtered.


 


“Just barely, honey.”  He whispered, then, “but a
sweet kiss would sure wake me up in a hurry, it’s been many a year since.............”


 


“Oh……”  She pulled her hand quickly away from his
grip, and breathed, “That’s it!  You insufferable lout!  You can just lie there
and die for all I care.”  Her chin tilted straight upward, and her back
stiffened as she marched from the room once again, this time slamming the door.


 


Just as Olivia entered the small parlor of the suite,
there was a light tap on the outer door, and she quickly walked over and
angrily unlocked, then jerked open the door.  Her uncle strode in and smiled,
as he said, “I wasn’t that tired, and thought I’d stay with the patient for
awhile.”  Then noting her agitated expression, and fearing the condition of the
patient had worsened, he sobered quickly and asked, “Olivia, what’s wrong?  Has
he taken a turn for the worse?”


 


“No!  He’s awake, and I’m glad you returned Uncle,
because now you can throw the lout overboard.”  With that she marched stiffly
into her bedroom, and slammed the door.


 


Lord Beckford stood there staring at the slammed door,
then with raised eyebrows, a slow smile suddenly lit up his face.


 


<><><> 


 


The eerie blackness was receding and the pain
returning.  The blackness had been welcome and the pain more than he could
bear.  His head was killing him, along with bruised ribs, injured shoulder, and
just about every other inch of his body, but otherwise Logan was fine, just a
little bit short of dying, that is.


 


A cool soft touch to his temple had awakened him. 
Where was he?  His head was either spinning, or he was on a moving ship, or
both.  He wasn’t sure.  He tried to turn over, but his shoulder hurt too damn much,
his ribs felt bruised, then his stomach growled.  Well, that part of his body
was working anyway, if nothing else.  Suddenly he thought, “Damn, am I back on
the ‘Red Dragon’?”  Did Devlin’s thugs recapture him, and haul him back? 
“No!”  He relaxed then, realizing he was lying on a bunk.  If he was back on
the Dragon, he would more than likely be down in the belly of the thing, lying
in stinking filthy water, or possibly tied to a mast, and beaten for jumping ship,
or hanged and dead by now.  But where was he, and who had brought him here? 
His memory was foggy, but he did remember escaping the Dragon, and staggering
through the foggy narrow streets of some town, he thought possibly London.


 


He’d caught a glimpse of an angel’s face a few seconds
ago, or was it minutes or hours ago?  He wasn’t sure.  Logan didn’t think he’d
died, as he wouldn’t hurt so much if he had, nor have such hunger pangs.


 


So who was the angel then?  And where was she?  Her
cool touch sure had felt good, though he felt a bite of food would possibly be
just what he needed about now, if that were at all possible.  He heard a door
open, and, turning, could just barely make out an older man, white haired, but
regal in stance, tall and stately.  A gentleman, no less.  Logan sighed, a
raspy sound, and relaxing, he felt safer than he had felt in over eight years. 
Possibly eight?  Maybe.  


 


Lord Beckford approached the bunk where the injured
young man had lain for over four days now, and said, “I hear you have come back
among the living, young chap.”


 


Logan rasped, “Not
sure if I’m living or not, but sir, could you tell me just where I am, and how
long I’ve been here?  You remind me of my pa, but he smells like horses, and
you don’t.  So you can’t be him.”


 


Beckford laughed in relief.  The young man certainly
would recover now that he had awakened.  “From what I hear in your dialect,
young man, you must be an American.  Tell me, just how did you come by all those
injuries?  Some bruises look like they’ve been acquired quite some time ago. 
And I’ve a feeling that I know just about what you’ve been through.  Before you
answer though, this is the ‘Silver Queen’, an ocean liner, of which I am the
owner.  You collapsed in the doorway of one of my warehouses on the docks of London, but we are over four days out to sea from there now.”  


 


Logan waited a full
minute before giving his answer, then in a low raspy weak voice, “The ‘Silver
Queen’?  I’ve heard of her.  Luxury liner.  Before I tell you my story, may I
ask why you didn’t just turn me over to my captors?  How come you’ve taken me
in?  I’m sure there is a reward out for my hide.”


 


“Well, I certainly don’t need any reward, and besides
my niece wouldn’t let me turn you in.”  Lord Beckford chuckled, then, “Anyway,
I wouldn’t have, in all good conscience, turned you in to that blackguard.  I
think I know pretty much your circumstances anyway.  And if the captain of that
slave-trader ship is the one you escaped from, I would have done everything in
my power to escape that devil ship too, young chap.”


 


A key turned in the outer door lock and Claude heard
Maria’s voice calling out from the entry that she had brought lunch.  And right
about that time, Logan’s stomach growled again.  


 


Lord Beckford patted the patient’s hand, and said,
“We’ll continue this conversation after you’ve eaten.  We will have a lot to
talk about then.”  Maria walked into the patient’s room carrying a large tray
full of hot steaming food. 
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Olivia answered the light tap on her stateroom door,
and smiled as she greeted her uncle.  “I guess I’m not in the best of moods
today, Uncle Claude,” she began, “and I’m really sorry.  I must have
over-reacted to the mumblings of a half-conscious man.  I was so used to the
peaceful life I’ve been living at the manor, then all the turmoil of this sea
voyage, and finding that bondsman at the warehouse has gotten to me.  I heard
Maria return. So after lunch, I believe I’ll stroll the deck for awhile, that
is if she is with the patient.”


 


“At the moment, niece, Maria is feeding the poor man. 
He looks like he hasn’t had a decent meal in years, and although the man
appears to have strength in his arms and shoulders, his body certainly hasn’t
had much nourishment for awhile, along with his clothing being in tatters.  It
really doesn’t speak like a bondsman, and I’m not so sure that he is one, as he
appears to be more like an unkempt slave.  


 


“There are certain vessels that use nothing but slave
labor, mostly men who have been taken captive from some of the ports around the
world.  They call it ‘shanghaiing’, and I know of several notorious ship
captains who practice this, thus saving themselves a few coins to pay a crew. 
They only hire a small crew to keep the ‘bondsmen’ in line, and I know of one
captain with the reputation of being the worst of the lot.  His name is Devlin,
Captain Devlin that is.  I’ve heard that he has forged papers for these
supposed ‘bondsmen’, although they are more than likely, most of them at least,
just some innocent chap who has been kidnapped, thus forced to work at slave
labor for the captain, until they die, or jump ship, most of them are never
heard from again.  


 


“Too, it has been suspected though never proven, that
Devlin also deals in the selling of slaves, those of whom they capture off some
island, then transport to a southern seaport in the new land, some other
countries also.  They hold secret slave auctions then.  I have always hoped
that the scoundrel will at some point in time, be exposed and arrested for his
crimes on the high seas.”


 


“Oh mercy,” Olivia exclaimed, “what a horrible life
that must be, Uncle.  I’ve heard of such things before, but it’s hard to
believe none-the-less that anyone can be that cruel and heartless.”  She
paused, then inspected the tray of food that was setting on the small table,
“You know uncle, I’m not really hungry yet after all, and I believe that a walk
on deck in the cool air is what I need. “


 


With that, she started for the door, but Claude
touched her arm and said, “I’ll walk with you Ollie.  Just let me tell Maria
that we’ll return in about an hour.”  


 


Ten minutes later Olivia and Claude were standing at
the railing of the main deck, and breathing in the fresh salty air of the sea. 
Olivia had taken a light wrap with, and was glad as she gathered it close.  The
sea was calm, though the breeze a bit chilly, however refreshing.  Just as they
turned to continue walking, Olivia grasped her uncle’s sleeve, and gasped,
“Uncle Claude, did you see that man who just entered that stateroom on the far
end of the deck, near to the dining hall?”


 


Claude answered, “No, Olivia, I caught sight of
someone, but didn’t notice who he was.  Did you recognize him?  Was he someone
we know?”


 


She hesitated then, but said, “I can’t be sure, but
just from a glimpse of him, I’d swear it is that loathsome cad, who was
courting me a few years back.  You remember Henry J. Adams?  It certainly
looked like him, though slightly older, but I could be mistaken.”


 


Claude’s expression turned serious, as he spoke, “Well
Olivia, if he is on this ship, we’ll soon find out, that is if he is going by
his own name, you never know what a bloke like that will do.  I’ll have a
little talk with our captain just as soon as you are back in the stateroom.  If
he is on this ship, I can assure you that he will not in any way be anywhere
near you.”  With that, he took her arm and walked her to the winding stairway
that would lead her to the safety of her stateroom suite.  


 


<><><> 


 


Henry Adams, alias Henry Birch, the name he was
traveling under, and had used off and on through the years whenever it suited
his fancy to go incognito, stared in the gold-plated hand mirror at his aging
face, and mused aloud, “Maybe she likes older men now, well we’ll see about
that.  How lucky can I get?  Just when I had just about given up my search for
a wealthy bride, who do I see on this voyage?  Well, if it wasn’t my beautiful
Olivia Worthington.  Ah, but I have missed her.”  


 


“Well, she’ll be glad of my companionship once she no
longer has the old uncle to squire her around.  My, what a pity. I owe his
Lordship, and that brother of hers too, so much for the ungainly way I was
treated during my last visit with Olivia, and I shall enjoy every minute of my
vengeance once my plans are made… and carried out.  


 


“I wonder where they’re going.  Well, it shouldn’t be
too hard to follow and ‘accidently’ run into my lovely former fiancé.  However,
I’ll keep a low profile during my journey to the states, then when she needs a
friend the most, I shall just happen to appear.”


 


When Henry looked into the mirror these days, he only
saw what he wanted to see.  He never noticed the sagging jowls or the bags
under his eyes, gained from too much night life and fancy foods, nor did he
notice the thinning hairline with the gray streaks, nor the stomach paunch he
had grown.  Those attributes never showed in his gold-plated mirror.  He saw
himself as an older distinguished gentleman, of whom all ladies would swoon and
beg for his attention.  He also felt that Olivia had cared for him, but had to
do as her uncle and brother told her, and probably grieved over losing his
ardent courtship.  He never knew of the many possible suitors she had turned
down, and would not have believed it anyway.  He felt that he was the only one
for her.  His ego was beyond belief, and he had no inkling that Olivia couldn’t
stand the sight of him or that she had caught a glimpse of him as he had
entered his stateroom.  


 


Henry decided to have his meals brought to him, for
the remainder of the trip, thus keeping a low profile, but with a little
bribery he could have one of the stewards keep him informed of the beauty’s
every movement; he thought as much anyway, not having been aware that her uncle
owned the very ship he was traveling on, and that all the employees on this
vessel worked for the Lord Beckford, and that the majority of them were loyal
to him beyond reason.  Also they were well-paid, and most wouldn’t risk their
employment by spying on the Lord, or his niece, for any of the passengers. 
However, as in every business, there always were a few who would sell their
souls for a shilling.  Those few were usually weeded out and then dismissed.  


 


Henry thought back over the last five years, and how
he had wormed his way into society in Paris, under another name, then Rome, and had wasted months courting first one debutante, then another.  Disgusting
overweight young ladies who couldn’t even carry on an intelligent conversation,
but their bank accounts were sooooo very nice.  Even then, the parents had stepped
in and stopped any long-term entanglement.  Though now, just maybe his luck was
changing, and it was worth a try.  He was at the end of his rope, and his
current funds were running dangerously low.  Even the thousands he’d won
gambling on the Riviera were gone.  It was time his luck changed for the
better, and Henry again picked up the mirror for another glimpse of the face
that he thought he still had.


 


<><><> 


 


Olivia didn’t sleep well, tossing and turning most of
the night, then dozed off long towards morning.  She took her meals in her
stateroom the next day, but claiming a headache, refused to enter the other
room, where the injured man lay.  Maria didn’t mind tending the patient, and
voiced her opinion of him to all who would listen.  “The dark-haired one is a
well-mannered gentleman, Miss Olivia.  Not as handsome as my Ricardo, but once
his injuries have healed, he will be one fine looking gringo.”  She had told
Olivia that morning, then again at lunchtime.  


 


“I honestly have not noticed the rogue’s looks.” 
Olivia had stated firmly, “My only wish is that the ‘gentleman’ heals well, so
he can be off the ship at the first port we come to.”  Of course she had no
intention of mentioning how flushed she became whenever she approached the
‘rogue’, nor how his conversation with her was less than honorable the last
time she had tended him, nor how just being in the same room with him, made her
feel all flustered.  She knew she had overreacted when he was slightly
delirious, and had said those forward things to her, she also knew that she
couldn’t use the ‘headache’ excuse much longer for not tending him, as Maria
had other duties to take care of.  Lord Beckford had told Olivia that he would
dine with her that evening in her stateroom, so she waited until the supper
trays had been delivered by Ricardo, then changed her dress quickly, and washed
her face and hands, finishing just as her uncle tapped on the outer door.


 


Ricardo had wheeled in the cart full of trays of
steaming hot dishes then Maria had set out everything, from expensive cutlery
to gold-edged plates and linen napkins, along with crystal goblets, also a pot
of steaming hot coffee for after dinner.  Maria had then taken the extra tray
of food into the other room to feed the patient.  


 


As Lord Claude reached for a warm dinner roll, he
chuckled, then said, “You know, Niece, Maria tells me that young rascal in
there has developed a huge appetite, and would most assuredly eat the cutlery
if she didn’t haul it out of there in time.”


 


Olivia smiled, and said, “Of course uncle, I suppose
that is to be expected.  He’s had a bad few years, of which I rather feel sorry
for the chap, but tell me, once he has recovered sufficiently, just what will
he do?  I mean, where will he go?  We can’t just smuggle him off the ship at
some out-of-the-way port.”


 


Claude took another bite of the tender beef steak,
chewed and swallowed before answering, then said, “I had a long talk with the
young chap, Ollie, last night after supper, and although he’s still very weak
and couldn’t talk that much, it does seem as though I was right in my
estimation of his situation.  For one thing, yes he was shanghaied, and then
held prisoner on the very vessel of which I suspected, the Red Dragon.  Captain
Devlin’s ship.  


 


“He claims that he was on that ship around eight
years, and it’s no wonder he’s in such bad shape, and half-starved.  Three
other chaps escaped at the same time, but he’s not sure they survived, though
they do have a meeting place set up for a few weeks from now, if they all were
successful in their escape that is.  It is in the Wyoming territory, and that
is where this young man is from also.”  Claude began eating again, and Olivia
nodded.  She was enjoying the tasty meal.


 


After a few more minutes she asked, “By the way, Uncle,
did you find out the man’s name?  If he lived in Wyoming, does he have family
there?”  


 


“Actually yes,” Claude began, “I could tell right away
that he wasn’t British, as he has that very distinctive way of talking that the
Americans of the western part of that continent have, and he confirmed that
right away.  His name is Logan Wakefield, and he believes to be around thirty
years old now.  So many years stolen from his young life.”


 


“Yes, it is a tragedy.” Olivia mused, and dropped her
eyes to her plate, then slowly began, “I really am glad, uncle, that we were
able to rescue him, though will he be able to travel all the way back to his
home now?  Is it still risky for him to be seen?”  


 


“Well, Ollie, I have a plan.  Just as soon as he is
able, gets his strength back and is healed, I plan on having him outfitted and
spruced up a bit, then he will miraculously appear from one of the ports where
we stop at, and I will hire him on to assist Ricardo in my stateroom.  If the
captain or no one in the crew happens to see him board the ship, well, dare
they question my judgment?”


 


“I hadn’t thought of that.  Do you think it will
work?”


 


“Of course it will work, Ollie, and I have already
spoken to Mr. Wakefield about my plan for him, and he is more than willing to
work his way back home.”


 


“So, his name is ‘Logan’?  Logan Wakefield. Hmmm, and
just where was he when he was taken?  It couldn’t have been from the Wyoming territory, as that is nowhere near any seaport.”  


 


“He told me that he was shanghaied on the docks of Seattle, Washington.  That’s way up to the northwest part of the country, however what he
was doing there, I have no idea.  He’d talked a lot, and was tiring, so I left
him to rest.  Perhaps I’ll speak to him again tonight before I leave for my room. 
Oh, and he did say that he had parents living in Wyoming, at least hopefully
anyway.”


 


Lord Beckford paused and took a long sip from his cup
of after-dinner coffee, and Olivia stirred a spoonful of sugar into her cup of
hot flavorful tea, then she looked up at Claude and asked, “By the way, Uncle,
not to change the subject, but did you check with the captain?  Is there a
passenger named Henry Adams on this ship?”  


 


“I did that.”  Beckford replied, took another drink of
coffee before continuing, “And I did look through the passenger list.  There is
no Henry Adams listed, although there is one chap named Henry, though his last
name is Birch.  Henry Birch.  It seems he is staying in the cabin where you
thought you saw Adams.  Strange, don’t you think?”


 


Olivia answered, “I believe it was him, Uncle Claude. 
Just our luck to run into the arrogant scoundrel.  Well, I shall ignore him if
I see him again.”


 


“Don’t worry, Ollie, I have already spoken with
several of the crew members, and he will be watched.  It seems that he has
taken to having his meals brought to him at his stateroom, and is keeping to
himself at this time.  I wonder why.”


 


“Well, if it is the same man, let’s just hope that he
leaves the ship at some port, and not where we are going.”


 


“I’m afraid not, Niece, as it seems, according to his
travel plans, that he will depart the liner at the same place as we will.  New York harbor.”


 


Olivia arose from her chair at the table, then took a
deep breath, and walked over to her uncle giving him a light peck on the cheek,
then said, “That was a wonderful meal anyway, Uncle Claude, and thank you so
much for all your kind attention to my comforts on this trip.  Things will work
out, I’m sure of that.  As for now, I believe I’ll take a turn in watching over
the patient, though I feel he doesn’t need that much care now that he’s
awakened, and getting his strength back, and Maria certainly does need a break
from caring for him.  Maybe I’ll take a book with me and read to him for
awhile, that is if the poor man understands good literature.”


 


Lord Claude laughed, “If I didn’t know better, Ollie,
I would think you have been avoiding seeing the poor soul since he awakened.”


 


“Heavens, no!  Perish the thought.”  She exclaimed.


 


“Well, anyway, I believe our Maria has been enjoying
this little adventure of ours, so if you can tear her away from that sickroom,
well and good.  I hear they’ve had quite the conversations also, weak as he is,
she’s been entertaining him with stories of when she was young and in love with
Ricardo, and how long it took him to realize it.”


 


Olivia sighed, “Oh my, I’ll bet Mr. Wakefield has been
fascinated with that story, and the way she tells a story over and over, he
could probably now recite the whole thing by heart.”  Then she laughed, “Well,
I’ll just take the pot of coffee in with me, and a mug, and see if he would
like that too, along with a book.  Of course I probably won’t be nearly as
entertaining as Maria’s many stories have been, but I’ll give it a try.”  


 


Claude chuckled, “Ricardo has been staying in there
with him most of the nights, and I’m sure he has heard many different versions
of Maria’s stories from Ricardo too, as that man will talk non-stop for hours,
though interesting.  He’s told me many things of when he lived in Madrid when a child, then moved to Mexico City with his parents in later years, and that is
where he met Maria.  From what he told me, she hated him from the very
beginning, though that was probably put on, so she just let him chase her until
she caught him.  Anyway, that is Ricardo’s version.”


 


“Well, they probably talked about horses and cattle,
as that seems to be what Mr. Wakefield was mumbling about when he was delirious
and awakening from his coma.”


 


Claude mused, “Yes, right you are, Ollie.  This Logan chap does know a lot about cattle and running a western ranch.  He just might be a
good one to take with us to see that ranch property of mine in Texas, assist me in inspecting it, and give me his opinion.”


 


“Oh, Uncle Claude,” Olivia protested, “I’m sure the chap
will be in a hurry to return to his Wyoming territory, after being away for so
many years.  Have you discussed this with him also?”


 


“Not yet, but I certainly will before we land, as we
have several weeks yet, there shouldn’t be any hurry in making those
decisions.  We still have to stay in New York for a while and await word from
your brother too.  Hopefully, if he is near, he will travel with us if he can
spare the time.”


 


“I don’t want to get my hopes up, Uncle, but you know
that is my fondest wish.  To see Garth again.  I’ve been so looking forward to
catching up on all his adventures on the high seas, and if I know my brother,
there will be many of them.”


 


Claude agreed with her, then walked her to the door,
tapped lightly and opened the door to the patient’s room, and escorted Olivia
inside, while carrying the coffee pot for her, and Olivia carried the tray with
mug, sugar and cream, then set it down on the nightstand, interrupting the
laughter of Maria and Logan, as they had been so engrossed in the funny story
she had just told, that they hadn’t heard them enter the room.  Olivia thought,
“Oh my, I’m sure he’ll probably be bored with the book of poetry I chose to
read to him.  Well, let the rogue just suffer through it anyway.”  And she
tilted her little chin and looked away.  


 


Maria had been entertaining Logan with tales of her
husband Ricardo, from back when he began courting her, and his many exploits at
that time, while trying to get her attention from several other young vaqueros,
who had formed a group of mariachis, and had been singing and playing their
guitars and violins under her window each night, after she had retired to her
room in her father’s large hacienda on the outskirts of Mexico City.


 


The group had played and sang romantic and tearful
melodies, while she pretended to be enamored, tossing roses from her open
window, while in her heart she only wanted the handsome Ricardo to sing to her,
and for her ears only.  The entertainment came to an abrupt halt one late
evening, when the strong and virile Ricardo, tired of standing outside of the
patio wall night after night listening to the lovelorn wailing of the vaqueros,
suddenly appeared in the courtyard and proceeded to smash each and every guitar
and violin over the lovesick Romeos’ heads.


 


Then in a loud and angry voice had demanded that Maria
marry him at once.  Well, that had been what she had been waiting for.  


 


Logan laughed so hard
at the story, thus making every bone and muscle in his body ache even more, but
then he looked up and finally saw the face of an angel standing near his
bedside once again.  


 


Lord Beckford saw the sudden look that Logan was giving Olivia, and then the slight flush that came to Olivia’s cheeks, as she
then busied her hands with attempting to pour a mug full of hot coffee.  


 


“Do you take sugar, sir?”  She casually asked him.


 


“What?”  He stuttered.  “Sugar?”  He looked at her
with a dazed expression, not understanding the question.  


 


Agitated, she said, “In the coffee, sir, and perhaps
cream?”  


 


Logan then realized
what she had meant, and that the angel that he had seen in there before, must
be the niece that Lord Claude had spoken of.  He wondered if he had been
outspoken the day before, but couldn’t remember much, only that he’d thought
he’d died and gone to heaven when he’d looked into those silver-blue eyes.


 


Lord Beckford was amused by the sudden sparks between
his niece and the ‘patient’, and decided to smooth things a bit, saying, “Logan,” he began, trying to hide the grin that kept forming, “I would like for you to meet
my niece, Olivia Worthington, and, Olivia, and this is Logan Wakefield.”


 


“How do, ma’am.  I’m much pleased.”  Logan said, his
voice now deep and somewhat stronger, smooth as silk, now that he was healing. 



 


“So nice to meet you, Mr. Wakefield.  Now about the
coffee?”


 


“Oh, yes…” he finally managed, then reached for the
mug of steaming brew.  “Actually,” he explained, “just black will do, ma’am.  I
just hope it’s strong enough to sink just about every pirate ship on the sea. 
Also, thanks again for helping me back there in London.  It was very kind of
you and your uncle to take me in like that, and I can never begin to repay what
you folks have done for me.”  


 


Logan was sitting up
now, leaning on several bed pillows which had been propped against the
headboard, and he now sipped the strong black coffee, the first he’d had in
eight years.


 


“U’mmm,” he sighed.  “I honestly can’t thank you
enough for this.  And I think even my mother thanks you, although I haven’t
seen her in years.”


 


Olivia stuttered, “Well, Mr. Wakefield…..I’m glad I
have pleased your mother.”  


 


Logan grinned, as he
took another deep swallow of coffee, and Maria decided to take her leave at
that time.  She informed them that she would send Ricardo in soon, but she wasn’t
sure anyone was listening.  


 


Lord Beckford also left then, after assuring Logan that his niece would read some of her favorite poetry to him, also informing him
that Olivia was indeed very proficient in the art of poetry reading, and he was
sure that Logan would enjoy the ‘experience’, embarrassing Olivia to no end.






[bookmark: _Toc356213215]CHAPTER 4


 


Her voice was soft and melodious, her diction perfect. 
As Olivia read aloud poetry of joy, sorrow, tragedy, and of course, love, Logan listened as if in a trance.  Never before had he been so enchanted.  He’d read
poetry years ago, as his mother had kept several large volumes on a shelf in
the cozy den at the family ranch, where his pa kept a string of horses.  His pa
 made a good living at supplying horses to the army, as well as other ranches
in the area.  Logan had always enjoyed reading and listening to poetry being
read, traveling through the fantasy land of make-believe through those
fascinating rhymes.  


 


Two of the poems that Olivia had read aloud, he’d been
very familiar with, Longfellow’s ‘Song of Hiawatha’.  He whispered some of the
verses quietly, as Olivia read, as he knew parts of the long poem by heart. 
However, if Olivia heard him, she made neither comment, nor hesitation in her
reading.  The other ‘The Wreck of the Hesperus’, was poetry of a sea adventure,
deep and fascinating.    


 


 Much later Olivia noticed that Logan’s eyes had
closed, his breathing even.  Her soft voice had relaxed him, and he was now
dozing.  She hadn’t realized the effect she’d had, and wondered if the poetry
reading had bored him, however it was quite the opposite.  


 


Just as she closed the volume, and stood to leave, Logan opened his eyes, and spoke softly, his sultry green eyes heavy-lidded with sleep,
and he said, “You needn’t have stopped reading, Miss Worthington; I can hear
you even in my sleep.  Your voice is very soothing, you know.”


 


“Oh.”  She started, “I was afraid you may have become
bored.  Some gentlemen do not care for poetry reading, so I wasn’t sure of your
reaction to it.”  She flushed, suddenly uncomfortable with his green-eyed gaze
so intent on her.  


 


Though he said, “Quite the opposite ma’am.  I haven’t
heard a lady read like that in many a year.  Brings back memories of home, as
my ma’s a great fan of poetry, in fact some of the ones you just read are very
familiar to me.  She read to me a lot when I was very small, and then I picked
it up as I grew older, even when they sent me back to the east coast to further
my schooling when I was in my early teens, I did a lot of reading in school
too.”  Logan gave a grin as he finished.


 


“Oh, well I’m glad you enjoyed my reading then, and
that you are so well educated.”  She didn’t mean for the words to come out the
way they did, and then she gave a slight nervous laugh, making Logan frown at her unknowing wit.  So Olivia quickly added, “I do have many volumes at
home, although I did bring several more with me, so if you don’t mind, I’ll
read a bit every evening, that is until you’re back on your feet.”


 


“I would like that a lot, Miss Worthington.”


 


“Very well.”  She stood up straight, trying for some
sense of control, just as Ricardo tapped on the door, then walked into the room
to stay the night with the patient.  Olivia nodded to Ricardo, then clutching
her poetry volume, she left the room.


 


Ricardo approached the bunk where Logan lay, and
grinned, “The señorita, she reads well, no?”


 


Logan answered, “Si,
Amigo, she does indeed.”  Then he motioned to the large package Ricardo was
holding, “What have you there?”


 


“Oh this, Señor.  Lord Beckford sends his regards, in
the form of a new outfit of clothing, and there is more in his stateroom for
you.  As the clothing you were wearing were in tatters, and were well disposed
of out to sea, he felt that you couldn’t very well wear the night shirt you
have on, when you go to his stateroom.  Folks may talk, Señor, and we wouldn’t
want that to happen now would we?”  Ricardo laughed at his own humor.  


 


“Well, I am tired of lying around, and my shoulder is
much better, and the fever seems to have gone.”  Logan told him, “So tomorrow I
may try to get around some, get my sea legs back again.  I’m not used to being
so indisposed.  Tell Lord Beckford that I thank him once again for his
kindness.”


 


“You will see him mañana, Señor, as he said that if at
that time, you can walk around, he will expect you to move into his stateroom. 
He can then explain to whoever asks that you were expected to arrive from the
last port we stopped at, and then had joined him here on the ship.  We had to
let off some passengers there anyway and also take on more supplies before
crossing the great expanse of ocean.  If no one saw you board the ship at that
time, well they just weren’t being observant.  Also he will tell that you have
been employed by him for quite some time, and this meeting was pre-arranged,
and that you will be working as his ‘valet’ in his stateroom, and then
traveling on with him through the states, and other territories of the
Americas.  


 


“Oh, and Lord Beckford also said he would have several
pairs of boots for you to try on for fit, as the ones you wore had not enough
left of them to even toss out to sea.”


 


Logan yawned, and
replied, “That sounds real fine, amigo.”


 


Ricardo set the bundle of clothing down, then prepared
to retire to the other bunk, when Logan suddenly exclaimed, “Wait…..No, you
didn’t toss my boots overboard, did you?”


 


“I think not, Señor, but no let me go look.  But why
should you want them?  They were beyond redemption, though I will check.”


 


He opened the door to a small closet, and found the
battered pair of boots that Logan had worn for years, and holding them far away
from himself, Ricardo walked over and showed them to Logan, saying, “Here, Señor,
did you wish to tell the boots goodbye before I toss them from the porthole,
far out to sea.”


 


“No, no, thank God they’re still here though.”  Logan breathed, and heaved a sigh of relief.


 


“You want to keep them for sentimental reasons, Señor?” 
Ricardo was puzzled now.”


 


Logan laughed, “No, not that either, mi amigo, it’s
just that in the lining of the left boot, is a paper that I have kept well-hidden
all these years, and it’s more then just for sentimental reasons too.  If you
can hand me a knife, or something to cut into the lining with, then you can
toss the boots through that porthole, and good riddance.  Or maybe still, I can
move around enough to do the deed myself, if you’ll just open it for me.  


 


Ricardo understood Logan’s reasoning then, and quickly
assisted him in retrieving the worn, yellowed paper from the lining of the
boot.  Logan looked over the weathered receipt, made out all those years ago
for the bags of gold dust he had deposited in the Seattle bank, then folded it
carefully, and tucked it under his pillow, although he hoped that his pa had
taken at least some of the money out, and put it to use by now, as he had put
pa’s name on that account too.  Thankfully he’d wired him all the information,
along with the account number, the amount deposited, along with the name of the
bank, before he’d been shanghaied.  


 


He wasn’t even sure of starting a cattle ranch now,
although that had been his dream for so many years, years of backbreaking labor
trying to save for the ranch.  Maybe he’d just help pa for awhile now, with his
horses, as he wasn’t sure of his parent’s health after so many years.  Maybe
they’d need him at home.  Logan thought how surprised his folks would be in
hearing from him now, and wasn’t sure if he should wire them from New York, or just show up at the horse ranch in Wyoming.  Well, there was plenty of time to
think of what to do, as the years behind him had been long.  In just a few more
weeks he would be home, thanks to Lord Beckford and his niece, Olivia.  He
thought of the blue-eyed beauty, with the golden-blonde hair.  Well, he can
dream anyway.  “She’s not for you Logan.”  He thought to himself.


 


After the ceremony of seeing the last of the old boots
flying well out to sea from the small porthole, then bouncing out across the
dark expanse of water, Logan fell into a deep sleep, to dream of poetry, and
the gentle voice of a beautiful woman, a sound he hadn’t heard in more than
eight years, if he had ever heard a voice that sweet and soothing before.  


 


<><><> 


 


The days flew by, and Olivia busied herself with her
sewing, books and embroidery, writing a few letters to be posted later on when
they landed, and often on an evening she would stroll the deck with her uncle,
to gaze out to the never-ending expanse of sea.  They had only gone through one
bad storm so far, two days back, though it hadn’t done much to damage the ship,
as the liner had been expertly built to withstand even the worst of gales, and
Olivia had kept to her staterooms during the worst of the storm.  


 


The weather was only a bit cool now, though sunny and
nice, and very refreshing, as one evening she stood at the rail with her uncle,
she said, “No one has seen anything of the scoundrel, Henry Adams, or Birch,
whatever his name is now?”  


 


“Not out on deck, Ollie, as I believe the man is
trying his best not to be seen.  Though I have had word from several of the
crew members.”  Claude gave a slight laugh and lowered his voice, as he
continued.  “It seems that the aging gentleman, named Henry Birch, has
attempted on several occasions, when a member of the crew was tending his
cabin, or bringing his meals, to bribe that person with a few measly coins, to
watch our movements, and try to find out just where we are headed.”


 


“Oh, mercy!”  Olivia said, “The worthless lout does
know that we are on this ship then.  I certainly hope he wasn’t successful in
recruiting any member of the staff to do his dirty work for him!”


 


Claude laughed lightly, “Not hardly, dear, in fact
they flatly refused him, and informed the cad that they wouldn’t ‘spy’ on the
owner of this ship, nor his niece, for any amount of coins he could offer.  I
guess he was a bit surprised to learn of my ownership of this vessel, but each
one that he approached so far, came to me immediately and reported the
incident.  I guess one of the burly servers from the kitchen, became so
agitated with him, that he grabbed the man by the shirtfront, threatening to
toss him over the rail of the main deck, into the raging waters, (that was
during the storm the other day),  if the lout dared approach him again.  Also
he offered to feed him his own coins that he had offered!  The server from the
kitchen used stronger wording though, but I won’t use his exact words.”


 


Olivia laughed, “Well, Mr. Henry Birch got just what
he deserved.  The nerve of that man, after all this time, thinking that he can
spy on us.”


 


“Also,” Claude continued, “When an older chambermaid,
who makes the beds and cleans the staterooms, went to his room to make his bed,
the man begun making advances towards her.  The poor woman was so shocked, that
she poked him in his ‘over-extended’ belly with her broom handle, threatening
to bash his head in with it, if he so much as touched her again.  Anyway, the
woman reported the incident, and has absolutely refused to enter that stateroom
again.  I guess she had also told the lout to make his own bed after that. After
that incident, none of the maids will go near his room anyway.  They just leave
clean towels outside the door.  Also the captain sent two of our big
intimidating crew members to have a nice long ‘talk’ with the scoundrel,
putting the fear of the lord into him, and threatening to put him off at the
first port we come near, if he steps out of line again, so I don’t feel he will
be causing any more trouble on this trip now.”   


 


“It’s good that situation was taken care of and we
probably won’t be seeing anything more of Henry again.  Maybe he’ll disappear
once we land.”  Olivia stated as they continued their walk.


 


Olivia and her uncle had enjoyed dining in her suite
often, though just as often had dined in the exquisite dining hall, usually at
the captain’s table, and thankfully the once-ardent captain McBride had cooled
his amorous pursuit of Olivia, possibly due to Lord Beckford’s obvious distaste
for the situation, and for the fact that Lord Beckford, after all, was the captain’s
employer.  He certainly wouldn’t wish to lose his well-paid position as captain
of the ‘Silver Princess’.  


 


Now that the Henry Birch situation seemed to be under
control, Olivia was enjoying the trip, though she hadn’t again ‘read poetry’ to
Mr. Logan Wakefield, but then it was just as well.  Things seemed to be working
out for him now that he had regained most of his strength back, and was
attending Lord Claude as his valet.  He was keeping a low profile, working in
Lord Beckford’s stateroom mostly, and no one had seemed to question his sudden
appearance on the ship.


 


Olivia only saw him occasionally, and then spoke
casually to him during those times, so as not to bring attention to the fact
that she knew the man.  She did note though, that whenever they did happen to
meet in the hallway, he seemed to get that devilish gleam in those deep green
eyes of his.  At some point he had shaved off the bushy black beard, that he
had grown for years, and he didn’t quite look so fierce now, though still had a
roguish look about him, no less. 


 


Olivia thought him a most impressive fine looking man,
especially in the new well-fitted tailored suits her uncle had supplied him,
though she’d never let him know her feelings.    Well, this was an American and
she really didn’t even know that much about him either.  Olivia sighed as she
and her uncle completed their walk along the main deck then descended the
stairway leading to their staterooms.  


 


As they paused outside Olivia’s suite of rooms, Claude
gave her a kiss on the cheek, then bade her goodnight, and turned to go, and
then having a second thought, said, “By the way, Olivia,” he began, “we won’t
be traveling across the country by ourselves after all.”


 


“We won’t?”  She queried, “Have you word of Garth, Uncle?” 
She asked hopefully.


 


“Oh no, no, Niece, not that.  And we won’t until we
reach the mainland, then possibly he will have left word for us.  No, we’ll see
about your brother at that time hopefully.  It’s just that with Maria and her
husband Ricardo still in my employ, they have agreed to continue on with us. 
Maria’s aged parents are still living in Mexico City, and she wishes to visit
with them.  Texas will be on the way anyway, and as Ricardo knows much about
cattle, and ‘rancheros’, as he refers to ranches, he is willing to see that
property of mine, then give me his opinion.”


 


“Oh, Uncle Claude, that is good news!”  Olivia
exclaimed, “Maria hadn’t mentioned it to me, so I didn’t know.  Possibly she
thought I already knew.”


 


“Yes, well I just spoke to them about this today, and
they both readily agreed to the trip. So we’ll plan on reserving a room in New York for them at the same place we will be staying for a few days.  However, I have a
townhouse in that city also, so after a few days we will be moving there until
time for our departure for the west.  Of course Maria and Ricardo will be with
us there also.”  Claude paused then continued, “Also our new friend, Mr.
Wakefield,” Claude paused and looked at Olivia for her reaction to the name.


 


“Oh?”  She asked, and looked away, not wanting her
uncle to see her interest.


 


“Oh, yes,” Claude continued seriously,, “My……valet,
Logan, will no longer be my valet, as I feel there will be no need for one on
this journey west.  Ricardo has informed me that this will be a very difficult trip,
but otherwise most scenic and enjoyable.  They do have a rail service for part
of the way, and then we will be traveling by stagecoach for at least two weeks,
or more, stopping at inns along the way, or small hotels, whatever accommodations
we can find.”


 


Olivia glanced questioningly back at her uncle, just
as the door to her suite flew open, and Maria stepped out into the hallway,
then put her hands on her ample hips and declared to Claude, “Señor Beckford,
tell the señorita what she wants to hear, or I will!”  She stated emphatically.


 


Claude laughed lightly, “Of course Maria.”  Then
turning to Olivia, he said. “Of course, young Logan will no longer be my valet,
though he will be traveling with us to the ranch in Texas, as our guide, then
he will go on to Wyoming, to his home there.”


 


“Oh really, you two.”  Olivia huffed, “I certainly
couldn’t care less.”  Then she proudly walked into her stateroom, and closed
the door, as Claude smiled brightly.  He liked that young chap, Logan
Wakefield.  Yes, he did.    


 


The weeks flew by, and then one gray, damp and rainy
day, the liner pulled into the impressive vast New York harbor, with its
countless ships, with sky-high riggings, docked there.  The Manhattan skyline
was breathtaking as they stood watching the shoreline come closer into view.  Before
they knew it, they had left the dock behind, and were riding in a shiny black
carriage, with the driver pointing out all the sights of the city as they rode
along.  The baggage had yet to be unloaded from the ship, and would be delivered
to their hotel later.  


 


They hadn’t seen Henry Birch quietly join the crowd of
travelers, getting himself lost in their midst as the crowd left the ship, then
he had quickly hailed  a cab, and instructed the driver to follow the carriage
that had just pulled away, he told him that he’d been traveling with relatives,
and forgotten to ask where they were staying.  He figured the driver didn’t
believe him though, but he couldn’t care less.  Henry wouldn’t be staying at
their hotel anyway, as that would be too risky, but he would keep tabs on the
good Lord Beckford and his niece.  She wouldn’t get away from him this time,
but he was patient, though his funds were running low.  Maybe he’d find a card
game to sit in on, win some traveling expense money.  There was always a way.  


 


The streets, soggy with rain, were nevertheless a welcome
sight, as Olivia and Claude rode in the one-horse carriage along Fifth-Avenue,
to one of the finest hotels of New York City.  As the driver reined in, he quickly
retrieved a huge umbrella from beneath his seat, and then after alighting from
his perch on the front of the vehicle, he opened up the umbrella and held it
over Olivia, as her uncle assisted her in getting out.  


 


It was about two hours later when their trunks were
finally delivered to their hotel rooms, and Olivia was glad to be able to
freshen up, and change her clothing to a light blue gown which had always
matched her eyes nicely, then planned on having a quiet lunch with her uncle in
the hotel dining room.  Claude arrived at her door, and as they descended the
stairs to the first floor, then into the dining room, Olivia asked, “Where are
Maria and Ricardo, uncle?”


 


Claude answered, “Maria had some shopping to do at
some of the shops in town, so they will arrive later.  Logan decided to go with
them, as he said he wanted to send a wire to his bank in Seattle, and check on
an account that he may still have there, and possibly have some funds wired to
the hotel for him.  I told him that I would pay his expenses while we are here,
but he wouldn’t hear of it.  He said he owed us his life, and wouldn’t want to
take another thing.  In addition, he did promise that between himself and
Ricardo, that they would see to it that we arrived safely at the ranch in Texas.”  


 


Then looking at Olivia, as they walked to their table
in the dining room, he asked, “By the way, dear, being as we are on a vacation
and wish to see as much of the states and territories as possible, what do you
think of visiting the Wyoming territory, that is after we see my ranch?  Logan has invited us to travel with him to his father’s ranch, and Logan’s home of
course.  It seems that Logan’s father raises horses, also captures wild
mustangs and trains them for riding, and you know how I love horses, having a
few at home in the stables.  Too it might be enjoyable for us to go riding
through that wild country, and see just what seems to draw folks to leave the
safety of the east coast, and homestead out there in the wilds.    


 


“Anyway, Logan said that after that, he will see to
our returning safely to New York, I’m not at all sure that I want to put the
young man out that much though.  Otherwise, we of course, will travel by stage
and rail back by ourselves, which we would be most capable of doing.  However,
we wouldn’t see nearly so much of that desert land, and may wish we’d have
gone, after we return to England.  Though I told Logan that I would talk to you
about this, also that it was too soon to decide.  What do you think, dear?”  


 


“Well, of course, although this is all very sudden, Uncle,
again it’s entirely up to you. Certainly, I will go along with whatever you
decide.  You always know what’s best; after all, you are the businessman of the
family.”


 


“Yes, Ollie,” he agreed, “though I wish just for once
that your brother Garth would take on a little more of my responsibilities, and
stop this never-ending foolish adventure hunt of his around the globe.”


 


Olivia laughed, “You know Garth, Uncle, and he will
never change.  Let’s just accept him as he is, along with his lovable
adventure-hunting ways.”  Olivia had been sorry to hear that Garth had not sent
any messages to the hotel, as when they’d first arrived Claude had checked that
out with the desk the first thing.  He also told the clerk to direct Garth to
the townhouse, where they would be staying for a couple of weeks before heading
out west, or if there was a message, to be sure and have it sent.  Olivia was
disappointed, but hoped to hear from her brother soon anyway.   


 


The luncheon in the dining room of the hotel was
delicious.  Neither Olivia nor her uncle noticed Henry Birch as he sidled up to
the rain-streaked window to peer into the dining room during the meal.


 


<><><> 


 


Logan Wakefield picked up the cablegram waiting for
him at the hotel desk, while he and Ricardo waited for the clerk to hand them
their room keys, as Maria sat resting on an easy chair in the lobby, weary from
an afternoon of sloshing through the rainy walkways from one New York boutique
to another, though happy and content, as she watched Ricardo juggle the many
packages he was carrying for her, while at the same time trying to retrieve the
key to their hotel room.  


 


As Logan read the telegram, a slow grin spread across
his face, and he said to Ricardo, “It seems my pa has been one busy man, the
last few years.”


 


Ricardo asked, “Why is that, Señor?”  


 


Logan said, “Well, it seems that instead of using the
money I had put in the account in Seattle, with my pa’s name on it too, that pa
has been steadily adding to it, with monthly deposits, so with that, and the
interest it has accumulated, the amount has more than doubled all these
years.”  Logan shook his head in fond memories of his generous father.  “It’s
just like the old goat, and he’ll never change.  Always generous to a fault. 
He just knew that someday I would return.  Otherwise he would have closed that
account long before now, and I don’t know many folks who wouldn’t have.  


 


“Pa’s the best there is, but I still wish he would
have used some of that money, and I can’t believe he hasn’t.  I sure wish you
could meet him, Ricardo my friend.  If you get tired of Mexico City, you and
Maria be sure to head up Wyoming way, as there will always be a place for you,
unless of course Lord Beckford wants you to work for the lines again.  It’s up
to you.”


 


“Amigo, I will give it some serious thought.  That’s
good country up there in the territory, as I have been through there in my
younger days, and there is much to see.  And all that land just waiting to be
worked.”  Ricardo grinned, and slapped Logan on the back, then remembered Logan’s injured shoulder, “Sorry amigo,” he said, “does it still give you trouble?”  


 


Logan said, “No,
amigo, it’s all healed now, and yes, that offer will stand.”  


 


“Well, Logan, I am happy for you that your father has
been so good to you.  Now, will you wire him that you are back, or just let him
worry some more?”


 


“I guess Pa’s had enough worry for the last eight
years now, so I guess I’ll wire him in the morning, to at least let him know
that I will be home as soon as possible, but as I told him eight years ago, ‘Just
expect me when I get there’.  I can’t begin to tell him everything in the wire,
so I’ll just wait until I get home, to let him know what happened.  Also I need
to get to a bank in the morning anyway, as the bank in Seattle is wiring me
funds that I requested, and I can pick it up in the morning.”


 


“That is good, mi amigo, your father; he must love you
very much.  Your mother too, let them know you are still around.”


 


Logan was glad that he
could begin paying his own way now, and he would have money to buy supplies for
the long journey home too, and for his travel expenses.  Things were looking
up.  Maybe at some point in his life he would run into the two thugs from the Seattle docks that had shanghaied him and stolen the bag of gold dust he had on him at
that time.  They owed him plenty, and Logan intended to see to it that they
paid for their crime.  He would be prepared next time he ran into them. 
Although that was way down on the list now, there was a lot of traveling to do,
and he had to keep his mind on the present.


 


The first thing he would do the next day, after
picking up his money at the bank, would be to buy a weapon.  It had been a long
time since he had worn a gun belt, but he knew he’d need one on the long trip. 
He figured that everything he had left in that Seattle hotel so many years ago
was long gone.  His saddlebags, twin gun belts, and two 45’s, along with some
other personal items.  Well, that was long ago, and this was now.  He wondered
if he could even still shoot.  He’d soon find out.  


 


Logan, Ricardo and Maria had been invited to dine with
Beckford and his niece that evening, so as dinnertime was fast approaching,
they all retired to their rooms to wash and change for the evening to come.  


 


Later as they all sat together at a large table in the
corner of the elegant dining room, Olivia glanced at Logan, who sat across from
her, and found that devilish green-eyed gaze of his upon her.  She flushed and
hurriedly looked away, taking a sip of her tea to busy her fidgeting hands. 
She hadn’t seen Logan for a few days, and the sight of him in his dark gray
suit with the white shirt, almost took her breath away.  


 


She was glad when the waiter brought steaming bowls of
food, and she could eat, that would give her something to do.


 


The conversation had been lively and friendly, but
Olivia hadn’t been listening so wasn’t sure of what had been said until her
uncle spoke to her, “Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Ollie?”


 


She jumped, startled, “Oh I’m sorry, Uncle.  I didn’t
hear what you said.  What was it?” 


 


“I was just saying that now we aren’t in England, so just while we are here in America, I would prefer not to be referred to as ‘Lord’
Beckford.  People in this country just use their given names and don’t
recognize titles, so as the old saying goes, ‘As in Rome, do as the Romans do.’ 
I’ve just asked that everyone refer to me as Claude.  I have never really cared
for that stuffy old title of ‘Lord’, for myself anyway.”  He laughed then.


 


“I really hadn’t thought of that, Uncle.”  Olivia
answered, “Though I shall continue to call you Uncle anyway.”


 


“Well,” Logan began, “I can’t even call you ‘sir’, only
Claude?”  Logan joked.


 


Claude chuckled as he answered, “Well, now a lot of
folks call each other ‘sir’ here I know, and that’s not considered a title
here, just a form of respect.”  


 


Logan laughed too,
“Well, I used to call my pa ‘sir’, only when I was in trouble, when I was
growing up, that is.”


 


“And was that often, Mr. Wakefield?”  Olivia asked
before she thought, and almost bit her tongue from embarrassment, when Logan just laughed, and answered, “Actually it was quite often, Miss Worthington, you
really are correct about me.  I was quite a handful to my folks, always the
prankster, though pa always said that I took after him when he was young, and
that I just had ‘growing pains’.  He told me I’d outgrow the trait some day.” 
He looked at Olivia questioningly, “Guess I did.”  


 


She didn’t take the bait, figuring she’d said enough
for one century, although she did have much more to say, but instead chose to
begin serving herself from the steaming bowls of food that had been set on the
table.  She knew her uncle was enjoying himself, maybe at her discomfort, but she
wasn’t sure of anything right now.  


 


Olivia busied her hands with helping herself to small
portions from the tasty bowls, and the rest of the group began also, Logan choosing heaping a spoonful of each of the appetizing choices.  He still couldn’t
get enough to eat, and piled his plate high.


 


Ricardo and Maria were enjoying the meal immensely,
all the while speaking in hushed tones to each other in their beautiful Spanish
language, not realizing that Logan spoke the tongue fluently, and understood
every word that they were saying, but he wouldn’t let on to them at all.  He
was too busy shoveling food into his hungry mouth.  Maybe later on, but not
right at the moment.  Anyway, he soon realized, after listening for awhile as
he ate, that it was none of his business what they were saying.  It was
personal, and even if he couldn’t have understood what they were saying,
Maria’s flushed and smiling face, as Ricardo spoke to her, would have told him
much.  Even in their forties, after so many years together, he could tell that
they were still as young sweethearts, and very much in love, the same as his
parents have always been, and he hoped that his pa and ma were alright.  He’d
wire his father the first thing in the morning, right after making his
withdrawal at the bank.      


 


At that time, Logan wished with all his heart that he
had a wife or sweetheart waiting for him in Wyoming.  Suddenly he glanced over
at Olivia’s lovely serene face, as she took a bite of food.  He mentally shook
himself once again, telling himself, ‘She’s not for you Logan, way out of your
class.  Think again.  You’ve been without a woman far too long.  Forget it.” 
He quietly continued eating, though much more thoughtful.


 


<><><> 


 


This was the day and Olivia flew out of bed.  They’d
been staying at the townhouse for over two weeks, still not hearing from her
brother Garth, and she had told herself not to worry, that he was just way out
to sea, or on some faraway island, and hadn’t gotten their message as of yet. 
She put it out of her mind, and began getting ready to meet everyone for a
quick breakfast, then they were going to take a carriage to the railroad
station, as their baggage would be hauled in another vehicle.  They couldn’t
take very much in the way of clothing, and Olivia had refused to shop for more
dresses anyway, as her uncle had tried to get her to.  They would only take
traveling clothing, the bare necessities, as they would be traveling by stage
later on, and wouldn’t be taking very much with them.  They would leave most of
their luggage at the townhouse, and retrieve it when they returned to New York weeks from now.  


 


It would be an exciting day for her at least, and also
Claude hadn’t been to the western part of the country as yet either, so it
would be quite an adventure for the both of them.  Maria, Ricardo, and also
Logan knew the country well, and she knew they were anxious to return to the
west.  Olivia busied herself, bathing, then quickly dressed in her dark blue gabardine
traveling suit, and soon was ready to go down to breakfast, when there was a
light tap upon her door, and her uncle called to her.  


 


She had already packed her light traveling bags the
night before, with Maria’s assistance, so nothing else needed to be done.  Maria
was a wonderful cook, and had been feeding them delicious meals since they had
been staying at the townhouse, so she looked forward to the wonderful breakfast
she knew would be waiting.  She opened her bedroom door, to then take her
uncle’s arm to go down to breakfast.  


 


Maria and Ricardo had a small room at the back of the
house, and enjoyed their stay at the townhouse, though Logan had insisted on
staying at the hotel.  She had wondered why, though he often came to dine with
them, but had mostly stayed away, until time to leave New York anyway. 
However, Claude had told her that Logan would be joining them for breakfast
this morning, then leaving for the train depot with them.  


 


Claude, of course, had leased a separate rail car,
that contained a small suite of rooms, to be attached to the rear of the train,
so Olivia and her uncle would be traveling in that conveyance, at least part of
the way, while Maria and Ricardo insisted on riding in the pullman, along with
Logan.  She thanked God for that, as the man, Logan, made her nervous, and she
didn’t know why.  Maybe it was his impressive stature.  The man literally
towered over her.  That must be it.  


 


As usual Maria had outdone herself with breakfast. 
Lovely fluffy biscuits, with butter, fried potatoes, tomatoes, eggs, also a
side of tortillas, stuffed with beans, cheese, and picante sauce, that she had
prepared herself, using an old recipe that her mother had taught her how to
make as she was growing up.  The picante sauce was hot, though delicious,
though by now Olivia knew better than to eat too much of that sauce.  


 


Logan had shown up for the meal, though sitting way
down the table from her, and Olivia didn’t know if she was disappointed, or
glad.  Her emotions were so mixed up lately.  But she was enjoying the vacation
so much, that she couldn’t believe for a moment that she almost hadn’t wanted
to travel to the states with her uncle.  Olivia laughed inwardly at her maid,
Amelia, and how the woman had thought that this place was overrun with Indians. 
She hadn’t seen one yet.  


 


It was still early morning, and the sun was just
barely coming up behind a few clouds, which were left over from yesterday’s
rain.  Breakfast was over and Maria and Olivia were tidying up the kitchen,
Claude had learned years ago not to try and stop Olivia from working around in
the kitchen if she so felt the need, as she was a strong-minded young woman,
and she enjoyed keeping busy. Also she liked Maria, and they had a good time
working together.  Though Maria was an employee, as was Ricardo; Olivia still
considered them more friends than employees.  


 


Claude and Ricardo were loading a few valises and
carpetbags into the rear of the second coach, which was parked at the curb. 
This was the one that Ricardo and Maria would ride in to the rail station. 
Neither Claude nor Ricardo noticed the small coach which was parked further
down the block on the other side of the street.  Inside was Henry Adams, alias
Henry Birch.  He was watching eagerly as the carriage was being loaded,
anticipating following where the two coaches would be traveling, and wishing to
see which one Olivia would get into.


 


Ricardo had just gone into the townhouse, to pick up
some more luggage, and Claude had just turned to walk back up to the front
steps leading into the house, when a shiny black carriage, drawn by two
prancing white steeds, drew up, and the stately driver quickly pulled on the
reins of the horses, set the brake and jumped to the street.


 


“Leaving so soon, Uncle?”  Called a laughing, deep
masculine voice.”


 


Claude turned, his mouth dropping open in
astonishment.  Was this brash, strong muscular, auburn-bearded rogue his
nephew, Garth?  He stared in amazement and wonder, utterly dumbfounded, yet not
quite believing what was by all means in front of him.  Claude rushed toward
his young nephew, and grabbed him in a bear hug.  They both laughed and shook
hands.  


 


“You made it just in time, lad, just in time.”  Was
all Claude could say, as he was still breathlessly excited to see his nephew
finally, after five long years?


 


Garth exclaimed, “Well, Uncle, you old goat.  You look
just as spry and young as you did five years ago.”


 


Just as Claude opened his mouth to make a retort, a high
shrill female voice sounded from inside the elegant carriage that Garth had
just driven up, “Garth, sweetheart, if you don’t help me out of this
contraption, I swear I’ll never speak to you again.  You can talk to the old
man later.”


 


Claude looked over to see the most exquisite
red-haired woman that he had ever seen in his life.  Garth laughed, as he then
assisted the beautiful woman from the carriage, and walked her over to meet
Claude.


 


“Bridgett, this is my uncle Lord Claude Beckford.”  He
said, then, “And Uncle Claude, this loud, screeching ‘lady’ is Bridgett.”


 


Claude took her hand, saying, “Madam, it is a pleasure.”


 


“Well, a gentleman.  Can you beat that?”  She smiled,
“Garth, honey, you didn’t tell me your uncle was a gentleman.  And a Lord too? 
What kinda title is that?”


 


Garth laughed, as Claude told her, “No, Bridgett, we
won’t be using titles here in the states.”


 


Garth said, “My uncle always goes by the book,
Bridgett.  Always making things right, depending on where he happens to be at
the time.”


 


“Bridgett, what a lovely name for a lovely lady.” 
Claude offered.


 


“Oh,” Bridgett beamed, “I like your uncle already,
Garth honey.”  She was smiling now.  


 


“Tell me Bridgett, are you visiting here in the states
also?  Or do you live here?”  Claude asked.


 


She looked at Garth, “Didn’t you send that wire to
your uncle?”  She asked.


 


“Actually no dear, I wanted to surprise him and
Olivia, my sister.  Besides we’ve been trying to get here for the last few
weeks to meet with them.  I didn’t want to take the time.  As it is, we just
barely made it, it seems.”  


 


“And I am certainly glad that you got here when you
did.”  Claude exclaimed.  “Did you lease the coach, Garth?  I noticed that you
were driving it.”


 


“I did that, Uncle Claude, as we’ll be staying here in
the townhouse for a couple of months, while we’re here in New York.  It will be
home base anyhow, as we’ll be seeing some of the sights along the coast.  It’s
alright with you if we stay here, isn’t it, you old fuddy-duddy?”  Garth looked
innocently at his uncle, as Claude raised his eyebrows, and looked from one to
the other.


 


“You two will be staying here………together?  Is there
something you aren’t telling me, Nephew?”  He asked.


 


“Oh, Garth,” Bridgett hissed, “Tell him.”


 


“Sorry, Uncle.”  Garth grinned, then putting an arm
across Bridgett’s shoulder, he said, “Uncle, meet Mrs. Garth Worthington. 
Bridgett and I are on our honeymoon.  We were married in Paris five weeks ago,
then when I got your wire, that had literally followed me around the world, as
we had planned a trip to America anyway, we headed right out.”


 


“Well, so you’ve finally taken a wife.  I can’t say
‘what took you so long”, but I will say congratulations to both of you.  I’m
glad to hear that you are settling down, Garth.  And welcome to the family,
Bridgett, my dear.”  And Claude really meant it when he leaned down to give
Garth’s bride a kiss on the cheek.  


 


“Well, I guess we’d better go look up my sister, and
get her reactions to all this.”  Garth said, and they started for the house.  


 


Henry Adams sat in the coach across and down the
street, watching the scene, then a little while later, he saw the burly Mexican
man come back out of the townhouse, and retrieve all of the luggage from the
second carriage, then after several trips back into the townhouse, he
instructed the driver of the first coach to leave.  Henry figured that with the
arrival of the guests, that the Lord and his niece would postpone whatever
journey they were going to take.  


 


It seemed that he wouldn’t need to watch the house
this day, as obviously Olivia and her uncle would be entertaining guests the
rest of the day. Henry Adams, alias Henry Birch, hadn’t earned enough money
playing cards the night before.  Too many wealthy men at the night clubs he had
played at, and they had watched his hands too closely so there was no chance of
cheating.  


 


Maybe he would just go to the docks and see if there
were any lively games going on at one of the many taverns along the
waterfront.  He needed more traveling expense money, and so far he didn’t have
nearly enough.  He was glad Olivia’s trip, wherever she was going, had been
postponed.  He’d come back later.  Maybe he could find some shady characters
along the docks later on, and with the offer of a few coins, he could impress
upon them to help him in the planning of the sudden ‘demise’ of Lord Beckford
once and for all, leaving the grieving Olivia ready to fall into his waiting
arms.  


 


He didn’t like the fact either that there were so many
other folks around Olivia all of the time; though he figured they were only
servants.  It had been too far away to tell who the couple were who had just
driven up in the classy coach, drawn by white horses.  The woman looked like a
lady, but the man had that bushy beard, and from that distance, he couldn’t get
a good look at either one of them.  He hoped they were just visiting for the
day, but that was no concern of his right now.  He didn’t know who they were,
and didn’t care.  Anyway it was for the best that they arrived when they did, as
he needed more time to do some planning, and this delay would give him more
time.  He got out of the coach, and climbed up to the seat, took up the reins,
then turned the coach around, heading back towards the waterfront. 






[bookmark: _Toc356213216]CHAPTER 5


 


Being as their departure for the west had been
delayed, Logan decided to head back to the hotel where he’d been staying, after
meeting Olivia’s brother and new sister-in-law, then spending the whole
afternoon visiting with them all.  It had been a joyous occasion for Olivia and
her uncle, and Logan was glad to see her so happy.  Olivia and her uncle Claude
had a lot of catching up to do, although Garth had entertained them all with
his many adventures of the past years.


 


Olivia and Bridgett seemed to be getting along well
also, and Maria had spent hours in the kitchen mixing up special dishes for the
occasion, and keeping the coffee hot.


 


It was only a short distance to the hotel from the
townhouse, so Logan decided to walk the few blocks to the Fifth Avenue Hotel. 
He’d gained weight, and had been feeling so much better now, more like his own
self again.  


 


It was early evening now, as Logan strolled through
the hotel lobby, then over to the desk, though realizing that he might as well
have supper first before checking in, he started for the dining room.


 


His mind was on the happenings of the long day at the
townhouse, and he was happy that Olivia had seen her brother.  She’d been
absolutely glowing.  Although Logan hadn’t understood why his stomach had
clenched up in knots, when the big bearded man had just come bursting into the
townhouse, grabbed Olivia giving her a big bear hug, then kissed her soundly. 
It all became clear though, when Claude followed the man in with the beautiful
red-haired woman on his arm, and then introduced her as Garth’s wife.  


 


Logan had relaxed and
joined in the joyful reunion, after all introductions had been made, and Olivia
had given her brother Garth, a tongue-lashing for deserting his only family for
all those years.  Well, Logan grinned to himself, and thought, “Well for a
change someone else got a touch of that acid little tongue of hers.”


 


She had cooled down quickly enough though, when Garth
had explained that he’d turned over his portion of his shipping industry to his
partner, Paul Langford, whom Garth had known for years, and the partner would
run the shipping business from now on, since Garth had married and wanted to
‘finally’ settle down in London, and take over some of Claude’s
responsibilities.  Claude was relieved that Garth would return to London to settle.  He’d always wanted the young rascal to help with his many holdings.    


 


Logan was deep in
thought, as he began to walk into the dining room of the hotel, however out of
habit, paused before entering the doorway, and then briefly scanned the room. 
Some inner feeling came over him, and he couldn’t figure why, though his skin
prickled.  Well, he was a bit tired after the long day, and maybe should just
check into the hotel, then have supper sent to his room after all.  


 


It was as he scanned the room a second time, before
stepping back, that he noticed the table in the far corner of the room, where
four men sat eating heartily.  He only saw the side view of the large bearded
man, but there was no mistake.  Logan quickly backed out of the doorway, and
hurried across the lobby, and left the hotel.


 


He darted down to the nearest side street, then,
turning quickly, he darted down to the next block, and then turned again. 
Stepping into a doorway, he stood watching back the way he had come.  No one
seemed to be following him, so he continued on, taking a long way around on his
way back to the townhouse, though once he arrived at the corner of that street,
he stepped into the shade of a spreading maple tree, and stood scanning the
area, before continuing on.  He hurried up the walkway, then taking two steps
at a time up to the porch; he lifted the knocker on the heavy front door. 
Ricardo answered the door, and Claude came into the large hallway, looking
surprised to see Logan.  


 


Logan didn’t waste
words, “I guess it wasn’t such a good idea after all.  I came back.”


 


“I see that lad.  What happened?”  Claude asked.


 


Ricardo closed and latched the door, as he listened to
what Logan had to say.


 


“It seems that the good Captain Sykes Devlin has
arrived in New York, and is staying at the same hotel where I have been.  At
the present time, he is enjoying a meal in the hotel’s dining room, with three
of his choice ‘thugs’.  The scum of the earth, I might add.”  Logan grimaced at
the memory.


 


“Were you seen, lad?”  Claude asked.


 


“I don’t believe so, as no one followed me, I’m quite
sure of that.  Though I don’t think I would be easily recognized now, as my
appearance has changed.  I’ve put on weight, and of course thanks to you sir,
I’m much better clothed than the last time Devlin saw me.  Also I’m clean
shaven.  I honestly don’t think they would recognize me, as I hardly can
recognize myself.”  Logan grinned at that.


 


“Well, this is not good news anyway you look at it.” 
Claude stated firmly.  Then, “However, hopefully he will be here only a short
time, as he will have his vessel to tend to, and probably will take off to sea
soon.  I’ll speak with Olivia and Garth.  Come in and sit down, Logan.  It is good that you left all of your luggage here so at least you won’t have to
return to the hotel for it.”


 


“Well, I certainly don’t wish to cause you folks any
trouble for harboring me.  I did jump ship you well know.  And I’m sure Devlin
has those forged bounty documents with him at all times.”  Logan worried.


 


Claude shook his white head, and said, “Don’t think
for one minute, young chap, that we wouldn’t stand by you.  I have contacts
around the world, and if it comes to that, we’ll fight him legally, though I
believe now our best bet is to stay with our plans, being as you weren’t seen. 
I’m sure the evil captain could have hired men searching every port they come to
for their ‘escapees’.  I certainly hope that your three friends made it to
safety alright.”


 


“Yes, sir, I wish that for them also.”  Logan said.


 


“Well,” Claude began, “I had planned on waiting a few
more days, spending more time with Garth, but I will speak with Olivia.”  


 


Then turning to Ricardo, he said, “Do you think you
could get down to the rail station again and see to having our leased coach
readied for departure?  Tell them we’ve had another change in plans, and to
make sure the car is attached to the rear of the midnight train.  The one that
will be heading southwest, away from the coastline.”


 


“Certainly, Señor Claude.  I will leave now.”  But
Garth, walking into the room offered, “No, Uncle.  I’ll drive Ricardo to the
station in the carriage that I have leased.  He needn’t walk, as that would
take too long anyway.  I heard it all and I well know this Captain Devlin as
I’ve had a couple of run-ins with the chap myself. 


 


“In time that rotten sea-captain will get his rear-end
kicked all the way to Timbuktu, by the British government.  As we speak, he is
under investigation, and some of the government men are working under cover. 
This information, however, is classified and is to go no further than this
room, as any leakage could put the total investigation at jeopardy as well as
men’s lives.”  


 


Garth spoke directly to his uncle then, “You see, Uncle,
I haven’t been completely idle and carefree all these years.”


 


“I’ve known that, lad.”  Claude returned seriously.  


 


Garth looked thoughtfully at his uncle.  He wished
fervently that he could confide in him.  It was true that he had given up his
shipping business.  But the reason was not just to assist his uncle.  For the
past three years he had been under the employ of the British government.  His expertise
in self-defense and marksmanship as well as his place in society made him the
perfect choice for undercover work.  What had begun as a part-time distraction
had turned into a full time career that gave him the sense of fulfillment that
the shipping business could not do.  Garth worked closely with the Metropolitan
Police Service in London and had played a key part in bringing many unsavory
characters to justice.  It was important to keep up the appearance, however, of
a successful businessman.  He would, therefore, be handling his uncle’s many
business affairs, and of course still would be the ‘devilish rogue’ of his
reputation, among society, as much as his current marital status would allow
him, that is.  


 


Garth was sorry that his sister and uncle would never
learn of his position with the British government, nor that Garth’s wife,
Bridgett, contrary to her vivacious, carefree appearance, was also on the
government intelligence payroll.  No, they never would, nor could learn the
truth. 


Garth and Bridgett, apparently on a long honeymoon,
were actually on a dangerous assignment, along the U.S. coast, in cooperation
with the U.S. Secret Service, and as the assignment was moving along fast, it
should be wrapped up soon.  Later, for appearances and necessity, the
honeymooning couple would return back home to London.  


 


Olivia readily agreed with her uncle’s decision to
leave on their journey later that night.   Though she actually was looking
forward to traveling by rail for the first time, tearful goodbyes were made,
and Olivia promised Garth and Bridget that they would visit longer when they
returned.  She still had yet to hear the story of how they had met, and how
Bridgett had ‘tamed’ that ‘adventurous’ rogue brother of hers, long enough to
get him to the altar.  That should be a tale of adventure all in itself.  


 


<><><> 


 


As the iron steam locomotive sent a blast of heavy
black smoke billowing from the stack to spiral upward towards the dark cloudy
sky, the engineer pulled on the loud whistle.  Then the heavy train, wheels
grinding and screeching along the tracks, pulled out of the New York train
station, picked up speed, then, headed steadily towards the southwest.  


 


Olivia and her uncle had each settled in their own
compartments for the night, in the luxurious suite of rooms in the private
leased coach that had been attached to the rear of the long train.  


 


Ricardo and Maria had already taken their compartment
in the pullman car just ahead of the elegant coach, and Logan had his own
compartment also in the same pullman.  It had been a very long day, and each
and every traveler was tired, and resting peacefully in their own little
worlds, looking forward to the coming day, when they would be able to watch the
scenery go by from the train windows.  


 


As Olivia snuggled down inside the soft covers, she
thought of how nice it would be to invite Logan to their coach, to listen to
some poetry reading, maybe the next day.  Of course she would read to him and
her uncle.  Claude always enjoyed her reading.  It would certainly pass some
time.  She smiled to herself at the idea, as she drifted off to sleep. 


 


As the weary travelers rested peacefully in their
beds, no one would have had an inkling of the scene that had been unfolding
along the docks of the waterfront.  


 


It all had begun earlier in the afternoon, as Henry
Adams, alias Henry Birch, had been hanging around the taverns along the docks. 
He hadn’t found any serious card games early in the day so he’d had a few
drinks.  One mug of rum led to another, and before long he was literally
staggering.  That would never do, he told himself, so he had a sandwich at one
of the pubs and then headed back to the nearest tavern, ordering another drink.


 


A kindly voice at his elbow said, “Let me pay for that
drink, lad.”  Henry looked up into a kindly face, though weather-worn, and
said, “And I thank you kindly, matey.”


 


Henry noticed that his new friend hadn’t touched his
mug of rum that much, but then they’d been busy talking and getting acquainted,
and Henry wondered if this man could be of some ‘use’ to him.  The longer they
talked, the more sure he became.  The new friend was a rough appearing mate,
Jeremy Jones, he’d said his name was, and would do just about anything for a
few American coins.  He had another friend down the bar a ways, whom he waved
at.  The bloke waved back, and soon had joined the pair, then, after moving to
a table, they continued to visit and drink, telling stories of the sea, singing
loud bawdy songs, and laughing loudly.  


 


The other man was named Charlie Smith, and Henry
immediately took to them.  These were men after his own heart, scum bags, and
dishonest to the end.  He couldn’t believe his good fortune in having met up
with them.  So he told them a little of his life, making up the fact that
Olivia had certainly wanted him, but that her brother and uncle had stood in
the way of their romance.  


 


The two new friends definitely needed a few coins, and
would assist Henry in getting Olivia out from under her uncle’s ‘clutches’, or
see to it that her uncle was ‘out of the way’.  Henry was happy, and drank mug
after mug of the strong and hearty ale.  Though when he felt he’d drunk enough,
he decided he’d had enough, and then, his speech slurred, he made plans to meet
with his friends the next morning along the dock.  He’d probably better return
to his hotel, after all it was two-o’clock in the morning, and he had more
spying to do when the sun came up again, before meeting with Jeremy and
Charlie.      


 


They all left the tavern together, and Henry drunkenly
staggering, wondered absentmindedly why his two friends were following him.  Henry
Adams, alias Henry Birch, woke up twenty-four hours later, in the belly of a
moving cargo ship, sporting a ‘bad headache’.  Jeremy and Charlie made much
more money this way, than the measly coins that Henry had offered them.  


 


<><><> 


 


 


In the small community of Freeman, tucked somewhere
among the hills of Wyoming, around twenty miles north and west of Buffalo, the
aging, though agile, Seth Wakefield walked out of the telegraph office, then,
pausing outside the doorway, leaned against the rough-hewn logs of the outer
wall of the building and he read over the telegram he had just received from
his long lost son, Logan, for the third time.


 


PA,


I WILL BE HOME SOON.  HAVE TO MAKE A STOP ALONG THE
WAY SO EXPECT ME WHEN YOU SEE ME. WILL DO MY BEST TO HURRY.  LOTS TO TELL. 
GIVE MY LOVE TO MOM.


YOUR LOVING SON,


LOGAN


 


Seth
carefully wiped away a tear that threatened to trickle down his cheek, and then
read the cable yet another time.  


 


The wire had been sent from New York City, clear
across the country.  Seth carefully folded the paper and stuffed it into his
shirt pocket.  He had to hurry home and relay the news to Cassandra.  Tell her
that their son would be coming home.  He always knew he would be.  All was well
with the world. 


 


<><><> 


 


Logan was glad when
the long train trip was finally coming to an end.  He’d enjoyed watching the
scenery change from green grassy hills of Missouri west from St. Louis to Kansas City, then gradually south through the grassy plains of Kansas.  Southwest through Oklahoma was nothing but desolate red dirt, but he knew that once they hit the Texas border, he’d be in God’s country.  


 


Logan had a
friend in Texas, though he didn’t know if he was still a ranger or not, as that
had been many years ago.  The ranger had been stationed in Austin, but that was
far to the southeast from where they would be, however, the man could have left
the territory by now, as he had known him many years ago.  Logan liked Texas, and had been through there many a time.  It reminded him of home.  However, it was
still quite a ways from his beloved home in the Wyoming territory.  


 


Texas covered a vast
area, and the land looked the same to him as it had those many years ago, as
the train rolled across the border, and Logan knew that land never changed
anyway, just people change, though folks can change the land too.  


 


Texas had good
rangeland and cattle did well here.  


 


Logan had listened
intently to Olivia’s poetry reading several times, during the long train ride,
and her melodious voice had been soothing to the soul.  She was very poised and
learned, though he wished just for once that she would loosen up, and stop
being so prim and proper.  Oh well, as he’d told himself more often than not,
she was definitely not for him.  So why should he care?  He didn’t know why,
but he did care.  


 


They would be leaving the comfort of the train soon,
and then traveling part of the way by stagecoach.  The tracks only ran so far. 



 


Back in the luxurious coach at the far end of the long
train, Olivia sat on a soft divan, gazing out of the window at the desolate and
dreary land.  There had been nothing but miles of red dirt, but now the
conductor had told her uncle that they had entered the territory of Texas, and the scenery would change for the better.  She didn’t see anything better.  She just
saw nothing but dry grasses from where she sat, but she wouldn’t complain. 
Never.  


 


Olivia carefully pulled down the shade.  All the way
across the eastern states she’d enjoyed the lush greenery of the countryside,
and even the rolling green hills of Kansas.  She hoped that when they got
further into Texas things would look better.


 


Olivia decided to read for awhile, just to herself. 
The last time she’d read aloud to the two men, she’d caught Logan’s deep green-eyed
gaze upon her once too often.  Well, of course he did have to look at her, as
she was reading to him.  But did he have to look so…..so…..Well, that intent
expression in his eyes was enough to make anyone nervous.  She had
mispronounced a word or two then, in that last rendition, but didn’t think the
lout noticed, as his expression hadn’t changed a bit, when she’d glanced his
way.  


 


Maria and Ricardo had been enjoying themselves very
much on the long trip, however mostly they had stayed in their pullman
compartment.  Often though, they’d bring breakfast to the coach for Olivia and
her uncle from the diner, though they always ate supper in the diner car in the
evening, and then, usually, Maria, Ricardo and Logan joined them at that time. 



 


Maria hadn’t any chores to do on the train, as the
porters took care of the cleaning, and bed making.  Claude had told Olivia that
 Logan spent most of his time in the lounge, which was several cars to the
front, and that he sometimes played cards with some cowboys who were on the
train heading back to their Texas ranch.  Olivia wasn’t interested in where Logan spent his time.  Or was she?   


 


It was a hot and dry afternoon when the train chugged
into the edge of the dusty little town of ‘Nowhere’, though it was definitely
‘somewhere’ in the northern part of Texas.  However, the town had been aptly named;
at least that’s what the weather beaten sign said that hung over the doorway of
the small one-room depot.  


 


Olivia’s expression was one of surprise, as she
stepped off the train into a blast of hot air.  It had been warm in the coach,
but this was different from anything she’d ever experienced before.  My, this
was Texas?


 


Claude seemed to be enjoying himself immensely, so
Olivia wouldn’t complain about the heat, as she walked on toward the depot,
what there was of it.  Logan had strolled on ahead, and then had looked back at
her, and grinned, with that idiot twinkle in his eyes.  Olivia just tilted up
that perky little chin, and looked away, pretending not to notice.  That
movement of hers usually was his undoing, and he just grinned all the more.  


 


Maria and her husband, Ricardo, were in heaven.  This
was their kind of climate, and Ricardo happily reached down to grab some of the
luggage which had just been set out by the porters.  There was only one small
hotel, that they could see, and describing it as run-down, Olivia felt, would
have been putting it mildly.  Though she said not a word.  She would not
complain!  She did, however, feel that Garth’s many adventures on the high seas
could not have been equal to this!  She’d most certainly have a tale to tell
Garth when they returned to the civilized east coast.  


 


Well, at least Logan would be in Wyoming at that
time.  Then she remembered what Logan had gone through for eight long years,
and she felt that anything would look good to him now.  Now she really wouldn’t
complain.  And she still hadn’t seen any of Amelia’s ‘Indians’.  


 


Olivia was sorry that she was sometimes rude to Logan, but she just couldn’t help herself.  The man made her so nervous and shaky
sometimes.  Just his very presence in the same room she was in.  He had such an
impressive stature.  Of course, that was it!  Well, he was good-looking,
actually downright handsome.  “Well, he’s also an American and on his way
home.  I live in England.”  She told herself emphatically.  


 


Claude had been talking to the railroad conductor and
now he walked over to where Olivia stood in the shade of the small depot,
looking down the dusty road toward the small row of buildings that made up the
main street.  


 


He quietly took her arm, and began ushering her
towards the hotel across the road, as Logan, Ricardo and Maria followed; Logan
and Ricardo loaded down with carpetbags and valises.  Claude then told Olivia,
“I instructed the conductor to be sure and have our leased coach put out at Kansas City, and have it kept there for our return trip.  We’ll pick it up there, as we’re
not sure yet if we’re going on to Wyoming with Logan.  We’ll have to wait and
decide that issue while we are at the ranch. 


 


“If we do go to Wyoming, we will be returning by way of
 Nebraska, then part of eastern Kansas then on to Kansas City, according to Logan.”   


 


They noticed that it was cooler inside the hotel, as
the group entered, then walked across the lobby, and up to the desk.  The clerk
was only to happy to take their ready cash and Claude paid for three rooms.  Logan insisted on paying for his own.  


 


When Olivia turned the key in the lock of the room she
had been given, she expected the worst, though when she walked into the room,
she was surprised.  It was cleaner than expected, and actually looked
inviting.  It had curtains at the windows, and a nice blue handmade quilt on
the bed.  Claude carried her valise and carpetbag into the room, then left to
check out his room next door, first instructing her to lock the door after he
left. 






[bookmark: _Toc356213217]CHAPTER 6


 


July, 1858


Texas


 


Olivia was pleased to see that a pitcher of cool water
and a basin had already been placed in the room, and the refreshing liquid felt
so good on her face and hands, as she made use of it.  She never remembered
enjoying the feel of water so much before.  


 


She had just finished changing into a pale yellow
gingham gown, a bit wrinkled, though much cooler than the heavy traveling suit
she’d worn on the train, when she heard several men’s loud voices outside.  The
only window faced the street, so walking across the room; she pulled back one
side of the curtain, and then peered out.


 


She saw nothing at first, but after gazing a little
farther, she could see what appeared to be a tavern or saloon of some sort
farther down the road and across the street.  There were three men standing in
front of the false-fronted clapboard building, and they appeared to be in the
middle of a heated argument.


 


A fourth man sauntered over slowly, and spoke to the
men.  He wore a badge, and carried a rifle, with which he apparently knew how
to handle.  After a slight discussion, two of the men reluctantly went back
inside the saloon, and the third, seemingly agitated, said something more to
the lawman, and then climbed onto one of the horses which had been tied up in
front of the saloon, headed quickly down the road and out of sight.  


 


“Well, that was an interesting scene.”  Olivia
breathed to herself.  The men she had just seen appeared to be fairly rugged
characters.  Well, she’d read quite a few of those dime novels, even over in London, a lot of them the romantic kind, with those western cowboys as the heroes of the
novels.  They certainly didn’t look like the heroic type.  They definitely were
a rowdy and quarrelsome bunch, in her estimation.


 


Maybe that man with the star on his vest, carrying the
impressive rifle, was a gentleman.  She had her doubts about that also.


 


Well, Olivia still hadn’t seen an Indian, and would be
sure to inform Amelia, when she returned to England, that she’d been wrong
about that.  There were certainly no wild Indians in the west after all.  Only
argumentative cowboys.  Though they had talked about those savage Indians in
her dime novels, however those were fiction stories anyway.  


 


Half an hour later Olivia and her uncle Claude were
seated in the small restaurant off the lobby of the hotel.  They were the only
ones eating at that time of day, and the waitress, an older tired looking woman
was ready to take their order.  “Well, what’ll it be?”  she asked.  “You can
have hash and eggs, or eggs and hash.  Coffee’s hot too.”


 


Olivia opened her mouth to answer, but her uncle spoke
first, “How about a plate of sandwiches for my niece and me.  She’ll have a
spot of tea; however, the hot coffee will be fine for me.”


 


“No hash?  Well now.”  The waitress raised her
eyebrows, and then set two cups on the table.  “Guess I can rustle up some
sandwiches, if that’s what you want.  My name’s Bertha and I’ll be back.”  With
that she flounced back into the kitchen.  


 


Olivia snickered, “This is some town, uncle.”  She
said.  “Did you hear the argument from down the street earlier?”


 


“Yes, well, it’s a far cry from London, Ollie.  You’re
seeing the other part of the world now.”  He said, and then continued, “Though
I believe this town of ‘Nowhere’ could grow on you.”  Then he chuckled, when
Olivia made a face at his remark, “It’s an experience anyway.  Hopefully the
sandwiches will be edible though.”


 


“How long will we be here in Nowhere, Uncle Claude?” 
She asked.


 


“We’ll hopefully only be here one night, Ollie.”  He
said.  “Logan tells me that the stagecoach only comes through every other day,
so we should be leaving tomorrow morning a little after nine-o’clock, as that’s
when the conveyance is due to come in, and they have to change the team of
horses, then we’ll be on our way.  


 


“I’ll be ready whenever you are.”  She said.


 


“Logan and Ricardo went over to the mercantile to
fetch a few supplies, maybe you’d like to go browse around after we are
finished eating.”


 


“It might prove interesting, uncle.  I’ll see.”  She
offered.  “I may pick up a few items.”  .


 


“Logan also said that he and Ricardo are going down to
the livery to see what there is available in the way of horseflesh, as he
called it.”  


 


Olivia was surprised, “Why in the world would they be
looking at horses?  We’re going by stagecoach, aren’t we?”  She asked.


 


“He said they needed a couple of mounts for
themselves, as the stages are usually cramped for space, and they are going to
be riding part of the way on horseback.  Though Ricardo joked that he may ride
shotgun, if they don’t have one.”


 


“What in the world did he mean by that?”  Olivia
remembered the term from some of those dime novels, but couldn’t recall just
what the term meant.  She thought it was some kind of protection, but that
would be ridiculous.  Wouldn’t it?  


 


“Actually,” Claude began, “I think Ricardo was joking,
though I’m not at all sure what he meant, however, we’ll find out.  This will
be an experience, no matter how you look at it.  I just may saunter on down to
the livery stable myself, and pick up a mount.  Logan said that if I didn’t
want to ride, that we could just tie the horse to the back of the stage. 
Wouldn’t be a bad idea to have one ready.  I’ve ridden our horses a lot back at
the manor, and it might be nice to ride for awhile, as you see lots of scenery
that way.”  Claude laughed, “You know, Niece, I’m feeling younger every day
that we are on this trip.”


 


“Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll stick with the
four-wheeled vehicle, thank you.”  Olivia stated.  Although she’d ridden the
horses in her uncle’s stables quite a bit, she wasn’t at all sure about these
western type mounts.  From what she’d seen of some of the ones tied up in front
of the businesses here, they looked pretty rugged to her.  


 


The waitress, Bertha, entered the dining room with a
huge plateful of sandwiches, in one hand, and the coffeepot in the other.  She
returned a few minutes later with a pot of hot tea for Olivia.


 


The sandwiches were made with cold tender beef,
between thick slices of fresh home-baked bread, and were absolutely delicious,
the coffee strong and hot.  Olivia enjoyed her relaxing cup of hot tea.


 


When Logan and Ricardo had finished picking up a few
supplies at the mercantile, for the long trip by stage, they headed down the
road towards the livery stable, at the far end of town.  When they reached the
place, they were directed to the stalls, in which there were several riding
horses, though only three or four appeared to even be halfway worth the price
the owner was asking for them.  


 


Logan chose a
sturdy-looking roan gelding with a white nose, and four white stockings, and
immediately took a liking to the horse.  He then walked over to check out a display
of used saddles, while Ricardo petted the nose of a two-year old pinto. 
Ricardo began softly speaking to the horse in Spanish, and Logan grinned, but
said nothing.  He hadn’t grown up in the west for nothing.  


 


Logan and Ricardo paid for the horses and a couple of
saddles, bridles and other gear they would need, then headed back towards the
hotel with their packages from the mercantile.  As they walked back, they noted
Olivia and her uncle entering the store, and figured they wanted to do some
shopping also.  Then Claude came right back out, and headed down towards the
livery.


 


“Did you chaps find what you wanted?”  Claude asked
them.  “I figured I’d have a look at those horses also.  I may decide to ride
with you for a while.”  


 


Ricardo answered, “It will be hot for you, Señor, but
mucho enjoyable.  You have the right idea.  How about your niece?  Does she
ride?”


 


“We’ll wait until we arrive at the ranch, then I’ll
get her on a western horse.  I’ve never ridden one myself. I’m used to my
horses back home, but I think I will enjoy this experience.  We do have a
stable at the manor and several fine steeds.  When I was a much younger man, I
did some racing at the tracks, but that was many years ago.”  


 


“You will like our western horses, Señor.”  Ricardo
offered.


 


“You want me to help you choose a mount, Claude?”  Logan asked.


 


“That might be a good idea, Logan, I appreciate the
offer.”  Claude answered.


 


Ricardo took Logan’s bundles from the store to carry
to the hotel for him, and Logan continued walking back to the stable with
Claude to assist him in picking out a suitable mount, and soon Claude was
outfitted with what he needed:  A five-year old stallion with a black shiny
coat and a good sturdy saddle.  They headed back down the dusty main street
towards the mercantile, as they would pick up the horses and gear from the
stable in the morning.


 


Logan advised Claude
that he needed to purchase some western wear, if he was going to ride
horseback, as the nice tailored suit that he was wearing, would be shredded
within miles, and would be too hot to ride in anyway.  He said that he and
Ricardo had already gotten what they needed to wear, though he would return to
the store and show him what he needed to get.  As for Logan and Ricardo, it
would be good to get back into western garb once more, and also see the
countryside from between the ears of a good western horse again too.  Logan, for one, was tired of dressing fashionable in eastern suits, though they sure beat
the rags he had been forced to wear while on the ‘Red Dragon’.  But now he
needed to be himself again, and in the morning when they rode out, he would
be.  


 


Olivia had just finished purchasing a few personal
items for the trip by stage, and was carrying her bundles toward the door, when
her uncle came in followed by Logan.  Her heart skipped a beat, when the tall
green-eyed rogue nodded to her.  She covered up quickly enough with one of her
haughty expressions, and a toss of her pretty golden-blonde head, then turned,
innocently enough, to her uncle and smiled.  “I’m quite finished, Uncle, and
will be returning to my room.  Are you going to be long?”  She asked.


 


“Why don’t you wait here in the store, Ollie, then
we’ll walk you back when we’ve finished here.  I won’t be but a few minutes.” 
Claude said.  


 


“I’ll be fine, Uncle, and I’m a little tired so I’ll
go on ahead.”  She answered.  


 


“Alright, Niece.”  He knew it would do no good to
argue with the strong-minded girl.


 


Olivia had seen the sudden familiar sparkle in Logan’s deep green eyes as he looked at her, and she needed to get out of there.  


 


She walked quickly to the door, but Logan was ahead of
her, and he opened the door for her then grinned as she, head tilted high,
walked through, then out into the street, looking straight ahead.


 


There was a lot of activity along the main street of
the town, horses, cowhands, buckboards being loaded with supplies, and several
women with children in tow.  The women were mostly dressed in homemade gowns,
made from homespun material.  Though a few ladies were well-dressed, probably
wives of the business owners in town.  Most of the women though wore large sun
bonnets, to shade their faces from the hot Texas sun.


 


Olivia wore a perky little bonnet, that did nothing to
shut out the glare of the sun, but it was for show only, and matched her pretty
blue dress.


 


A few of the ladies walking by, nodded to her, and she
smiled back.  A couple of cowboys tipped their tall western hats, though more
than a few just openly stared at her, as she walked quickly to her hotel,
thinking that maybe she’d been a bit impulsive to not wait for her uncle to
walk her back.  


 


This was a strange town, and a strange country, and
she didn’t really know what to make of it all, or how to react.  She chose to
head for the safety of her room.  


 


<><><> 


 


Logan awoke early the
next morning, just as the sun was rising in the east.  He quickly bathed, then
shaved off his twenty-four hour growth of dark whiskers.  Donning one of the
two new pairs of jeans he’d purchased, he then brushed and combed back his
shoulder-length head of thick black hair, then slipped on the new plaid dark
blue cotton shirt, he’d purchased at the mercantile the day before.


 


Logan had gotten his hair trimmed back in New York,
though it had grown fast, and was back down to his broad shoulders already, but
there had been no time for a haircut here in the small out of the way place of
Nowhere, so that would just have to wait until they reached their destination.


 


He now reached down inside the saddlebags he’d packed
the night before, and drew out the new colt .45 caliber six-gun he’d stashed in
there the night before, spun the cylinder to be sure it was fully loaded, then
slipped it into the holster on his right hip, tying down the thong around his
thigh.  He’d buckled on the leather gun-belt out of habit, right after he’d
dressed.  Old habits never die, even after so many years.  


 


After pulling on a pair of new black cowhide boots, Logan
snatched up the saddlebags, one small satchel, and a bedroll, that he’d
purchased, for just in case.  Then after donning the black felt flat-brimmed Stetson
hat, he opened the door of his hotel room, turned to take one last look around,
making sure he wasn’t over-looking anything, and stepped out into the hallway,
colliding right into the softest bundle of femininity that he’d ever felt.  


 


Logan felt a jolt as
he caught Olivia in his arms, dropping his valise and bedroll in the process.  


 


“Oh, my,” She stuttered, trying to collect her balance
and her nerves at the same time, as she felt strong muscular arms holding her. 
Then she noticed the western garb, and her heart fluttered dangerously.  Her
instant reaction was that now this was truly the type of western hero those
dime novels were written about.  That is, until she looked up into that
grinning devilish green-eyed silly expression on his dark face.  


 


“Oh, it’s you!”  She exclaimed, flustered.  “Take your
hands off of me immediately.”


 


“I was only trying to keep you from falling.”  He
spoke to her ever so softly, with that deep soothing voice of his.  “And I
apologize for being in your way.  It won’t happen again.”  He let go of her
like he would a hot coal from the fire, then bent to retrieve his valise and
bedroll.


 


Claude had just stepped out of the room from across
the hall, and called to her.  “Are you alright, Olivia?”  He asked.


 


“Yes…..yes, of course, Uncle Claude.  We….we, just
collided.  That’s all.  No harm done.”  She struggled to regain her poise.  


 


Olivia didn’t notice the grin that spread across her
uncle’s face.  Claude had never seen his niece so unnerved by a man before, and
it was quite a sight.  


 


Olivia did an about face, and took a second look at
her uncle.  Heavens, the old fool was dressed the same way as that ‘cowboy’ Logan person.  She’d have to find out what that was all about.  All he lacked was a
‘dangerous-looking’ weapon on his hip.  “Oh well.” she thought to herself,
“Boys will be boys.  Will men never grow up?”   


 


When they had taken the stairs to the lobby, she saw
that Ricardo was dressed even worse.  He had on tight black shiny pants, flared
at the hemline, with some kind of silver-toned round metal decorations running
down both sides, she found out later on that those decorations were called ‘conchos’
and were widely used in Mexico, and parts of the southwest territory.  He also
had on decorative black boots, a black shirt, and wore a huge tall black
sombrero which had a drawstring under the chin.  The perfect ‘caballero’.  He
wore a wide grin, and sported a low-hanging gun belt with some kind of a weapon
in the holster, which was tied down of course, as Logan’s was.  


 


Maria however, appeared proud of her vaquero, and she
also was dressed different, wearing a beautiful white decorative blouse,
gathered at the round neckline and sleeves, and a full gathered aqua-colored
skirt.  Maria was still a very beautiful, vivacious woman, even at her age, and
her dark eyes sparkled with pride, as she stood next to Ricardo looking up
adoringly at him.  


 


“Oh well,” Olivia thought, “to each his own.”  Though
she did think the men looked rather ridiculously foolish, she figured maybe
this was just all new to her, and she just wasn’t used to the ways of the west.


 


The stage was late.  It was ten-o’clock and it just
now was rocking and rolling into town.  No excuses were made, just the usual
changing of the team to fresh horses, then loading the luggage on top of the
conveyance. The be-whiskered, weather-beaten old driver, Joe Carlson, had to
check all the wheels to make sure they weren’t about to fall off the old
vehicle, then they were ready to admit the passengers to the hot interior.


 


Olivia and Claude found out what ‘riding shotgun’
meant.  No need for Ricardo to ride ‘such’.  There was one tough-looking
hombre, forty-ish, who sat next to the driver.  The man was a brute, huge
shoulders, eagle-eyed, and mean-looking.  He had a no-nonsense way about him
that spoke of ‘don’t mess with me’.  He also carried a very serious–looking Winchester rifle, as well as a side-arm.  If that wasn’t enough, he had some kind of knife
in a holster strapped to his left leg.  The driver referred to him as ‘Wolf’. 
Well, the name did fit him with his gray curly sideburns and slanted red-rimmed
black eyes.    


 


Olivia certainly felt well-protected now, so why in
the world were Logan and Ricardo armed?  That was a puzzle.  Was this dangerous
country after all?


 


There were three other passengers, and when they first
climbed into the coach, Claude decided to ride inside with Olivia and Maria for
awhile, so he tied the black mount to the back of the stage, then climbed up
into the coach taking the seat across from Olivia.  Maria sat next to her.


 


There were three seats, two people per seat.


 


As the stage took off swaying and creaking, Olivia
looked out of the window to see where Logan and Ricardo were riding, but Maria
said, “Don’t worry, señorita.  My Ricardo, he would not desert us.  I believe
they rode on ahead.”


 


“Oh, no, Maria, I wasn’t worried, really.”


 


The three other travelers were two polite, though
rugged looking, young cowhands, who sat on the rear seat, and one lady, who sat
next to Claude, facing Maria and Olivia, who both sat in the middle seat, and
had a good view out the side window.  


 


Olivia pointed out some distant mountains, and said,
“Mercy, I have never seen mountains that high.  Are we going over those?”


 


Maria answered, “No, no, those are miles and miles to
the west, and are much farther away, and higher than they appear.  There are
beautiful tall pine trees, and cool running streams and lakes in those
mountains.”


 


“Oh, that’s hard to believe, with such heat and dry
desert growth where we are.”


 


“Oh yes, Señorita Olivia.  It is cool up there, but
distance fools you here in the west, much different from back east.  But I love
it here.  This country is where life is.”


 


Olivia didn’t know whether to believe the Spanish
woman or not, but didn’t disagree.  


 


Then Maria continued talking, “We aren’t going towards
the mountains though, they are to the west, and we are going southwest. 
Ricardo, he and Logan talked, and they know the way to this rancho of your
uncle’s, and it is in much prettier land than what you have seen so far.  We
will be entering into cattle country and towns where there is much activity..  


 


“Believe me, Señorita, you will love it here, and may
never wish to leave Texas.”


 


Olivia seriously doubted that too, but again didn’t
answer.


 


Claude had been listening to the conversation, and now
joined in.  “Yes, Ollie, Ricardo told me as much.  The scenery does get
better.  He said that where my ranch is located, is in the center of a verdant
valley, rich with rolling hills, trees, and streams.  Not in the mountains
though, but on a higher plain than where we are now.  


 


“Logan also said that if the ranch is located where he
believes it to be, that it probably is a profitable venture, and worth holding
on to.”


 


Olivia was interested in Logan’s opinion.  Well, she
guessed he was supposed to be some sort of ‘guide’ for them on this venture
anyway.  


 


The lady who sat next to Claude, was dressed a bit
gaudy, and wore lots of obviously fake jewelry, and a bit too much theatrical
makeup.  Maybe she was an actress, who knows?  She had been noticeably taking
in the whole conversation, and now turned to Claude, saying, “You own a ranch? 
Oh my, I just love ranchers.  They are real he-men.”  


 


Olivia smiled to herself, and figured the woman hadn’t
noticed Claude’s definite British accent.  She guessed the western garb he wore
fooled the woman.


 


Olivia stared out the window, while she allowed her
uncle to try to squirm out of the strange woman’s attentive questions.


 


Logan and Ricardo came into sight.  They had been
riding ahead of the stage, though now the team of plodding horses, pulling the
creaking stage, were catching up to them.


 


Both men did look impressive, as they galloped along
next to the stage.  Logan grinned, and waved, when he saw Olivia watching out
of the window.  She lifted her hand and gave a slight wave, but kept her chin
up.  She was enjoying the ride, as it was different from the coaches in London.  This vehicle was as rugged and wild as the land, and Olivia felt a tingle of
excitement, but couldn’t figure out why.


 


She was amused at Uncle Claude’s discomfort though. 
The woman who sat next to him was definitely on the make and kept up a constant
chatter, trying to impress him.  She’d said her name was ‘Lulu’, and she
constantly patted her bright red fluffy curls, and fluttered her eyelashes at
him.


 


Yes, Olivia’s Uncle Claude was definitely
uncomfortable.  


 


Olivia had known ladies to pursue her uncle before,
but in a tactful way.  He was a fine looking gentleman, and also was one of the
richest men in England, and obviously a ‘good catch’, even at his age.  Most of
the ladies who pursued him though were much more delicate in their schemes, and
Claude had never had a problem avoiding their desires of matrimony, even the
most aggressive of them.


 


This woman, Lulu, on the other hand, was downright
brazen.  Olivia guessed that ‘Brazen’ would have been a much better name for
her than Lulu.


 


Olivia’s maid, Amelia, back at the manor in the
country south of London, had been a member of society at one time, and came
from a well known, and titled family, however, circumstances had forced her to
take on the domestic position.  Olivia had suspected for several years that
Amelia cared for Claude much more than she would admit to, and maybe Claude
cared for her too.  Who knows?


 


Olivia decided to take pity on her uncle though at the
first stop.  She would see about having Maria switch seats with him, that is
unless he chose to ride his horse along with Logan and Ricardo, and she was
sure he was seriously considering doing just that.  


 


<><><> 


 


They came out of the shadows of the desert, and one
minute they were nowhere in sight, the next minute they were lined up against
the horizon, on one of the hills.  There were probably ten or fifteen of them, Indians,
and the woman Lulu, screamed and clutched Claude’s arm, then shouted,
“Comanches!  Them’s renegades, Mister, you see them?  Oh, I believe I’m going
to swoon.”


 


Their looks were impressive alright, but they just sat
there on their paint ponies, and appeared to be in a discussion among themselves,
trying to decide what to do.  Olivia heard the stage driver whip the team into
a run, and yell at the horses.


 


She also saw Logan lift his rifle out of the scabbard,
and then untie the thong on his holster.  He held the rifle across the saddle
in front of him, and galloped along right next to the stagecoach, Ricardo
keeping up right behind him.  Ricardo had his rifle in his hand also, and they
both kept their eyes on the group of Comanche renegades, as they rode along.  


 


Just as suddenly as the Indians had appeared, they
were gone.  


 


Claude said, “They probably didn’t want to go against
so many armed men.  They hadn’t expected it.”  Claude had seen that the two
young cowboys, sitting on the rear seat, also had their weapons drawn and
pointed out of the rear window of the stage.  He continued on, “The storekeeper
told me yesterday that they’ve had some trouble with renegade Indians lately.  I
guess maybe that was some of that bunch.”


 


Olivia began to understand now why Logan and Ricardo
were so well armed.  She guessed they knew the country better than she after
all.  She’d have to tell Amelia now that she was right about Indians.  Though
there were only a few, and not as many as Amelia had thought there were.  


 


Lulu, the woman sitting next to Claude, had apparently
fainted, with her head on Claude’s shoulder, though Olivia seriously doubted
the reality of it.  If the woman had known that she had her head on the
shoulder of one of the wealthiest titled Lords in all of England, she’d probably faint for real, Olivia thought to herself.  


 


Yes, Claude was definitely uncomfortable now.  Olivia
noticed perspiration on her uncle Claude’s forehead, and she didn’t think it
was from the heat.  Lulu raised her head up to stare at Claude’s face, and then
let out a soft moan.  She heaved a deep sigh as she realized that he was
totally ignoring her.  Claude had his mind on purchasing a side-arm and gun
belt the minute they pulled into the next town.  He definitely needed a weapon,
and would see to getting one.  Maybe a small revolver, as well, to give to
Olivia to keep in her reticule.  It was really hot in the stuffy stagecoach.  He’d
probably ride his horse after the next stop.  He felt it just might be safer
out there among the ‘wilds’.  


 


Olivia tried to contain her snicker, as she noted that
Lulu had probably realized that her ‘game was up’.  The brassy redhead leaned
her head against the back of the seat, and closed her eyes.  She hadn’t asked
about the Indians either.  


 


The first town they came to wasn’t really a town, and
mostly consisted of one large sprawling building that served as stage stop and
trading post, surrounded by several outbuildings, and a scattering of cabins
among a few oak trees and low hills.  The weather-beaten sign over the entrance
of the trading post said ‘Beaver Creek’.  “Well, at least we know where we
are.”  Olivia said as the stage came to a rolling stop, amid the screeching of
wheels, and the flutter of scattering chickens that had been pecking in the
dirt off to the side of the road.  


 


A wiry young boy dressed in fringed buckskins, who
they thought might be an Indian boy, came running from the stable as they
emerged from the stage, and immediately began unhitching the team of horses,
then led them to the water trough.  The driver of the stage had no sooner set
the brake, than the team was unhitched.  The boy worked fast.  


 


Claude had assisted Maria and Olivia from the stage,
as the woman, Lulu, had been the first to jump to the ground, and grabbing her
satchel, had stalked off toward the building without a backward glance.  


 


“Well, ladies, the driver tells me that we will have
half an hour stop here.  So as soon as I see to feeding and watering my mount,
I’ll meet you inside.”  Claude told them.


 


Olivia answered, “Maria and I will be fine, Uncle, and
we will see you inside.  Hopefully we can order something for us all to eat,
while you are out in the stable.  Oh my, it’s almost hard to walk after being
so cramped inside the coach.”  The women were glad to stretch their legs during
the long walk from the stagecoach up to the trading post.


 


Logan and Ricardo had dismounted and proceeded to tend
their mounts, giving them oats and water, glad that the nourishing oats had
been set out for the horses.  


 


Ricardo dropped the wooden bucket down into the water
well, then lifted it up, dipped in the ladle and drank of the pure fresh cool
liquid, then splashed his warm face, cooling himself off a bit.  Handing the
cup to Logan he offered, “Here Señor, try the cool water.  It is kept cold from
the ground.  You have never tasted anything better.”  


 


Logan dipped the cup
in and drank deeply of the cool refreshing liquid, then said, “Gracias, amigo. 
This reminds me of the cool mountain spring water from the hills of Wyoming.  I haven’t had anything this refreshing for a long time.”  He made sure that
Claude tasted of its coolness too, and the Englishman was fully impressed.  


 


“By Jove, this country is looking better to me all the
time.”  Claude remarked.  


 


Ricardo then sauntered over to the Trading Post
building, his silver conchos gleaming in the bright sunshine as he walked,
though Logan and Claude remained outside to talk for a few minutes, while
watching the Indian boy as he alone hitched up the fresh team to the stage. 
The boy was very adept at his job, and Claude was impressed.  


 


After Logan’s mount had been watered and fed, he led
the horse over to the shade of the stable, and finding a grooming brush, he
began the process of brushing the sturdy roan’s soft coat.  Claude following,
gently proceeded to care for his dusty black stallion with the same care.  


 


The two men talked while they worked side-by-side, and
Claude realized that there had been a bond growing steadily between Logan and
himself, ever since Logan had first awakened from his coma, on board the
‘Silver Princess’.  In his estimation, here was a man of character and with a
certain pride in knowing who he was, and where he was going in this life. 
Claude had noticed that Logan hadn’t been feeling sorry for himself for what
he’d gone through the past eight years, nor did he speak of vengeance.  


 


Logan’s only drive now
was to return to his home again, and be with his folks, to just go on with his
life.  That spoke of strength and character.  Claude felt a twinge of guilt
that he was postponing the young man’s return, with this trip to his ranch in Texas, but he hoped that it wouldn’t be too much longer.  Claude could also see, that in
the person that Logan was, that if he ever did happen to cross paths with the
two men who had shanghaied him on the docks of Seattle, or meet the evil
Captain Devlin again, or any of his henchmen for that matter, that Logan wouldn’t back down from a confrontation.  Seeing Logan for the man that he was, now
that he was fully recovered from his mistreatment of so many years, and now had
his strength back, Claude did feel just a slight tinge of pity for Logan’s enemies, and he figured the result of such meetings would be a sight to behold.  


 


The young Wyoming cowboy never went around bragging
about what he would do to those evil men, but Claude knew that Logan just quietly accepted the fact of what would happen should the circumstances occur.  


 


Claude spoke to Logan, as they worked, “Young man, I
certainly would like to meet your parents, the folks who raised you.  They did
a fine job.”


 


“Thank you, sir.  I appreciate that, and of course the
offer still stands.  As soon as we see to this property of yours here in Texas, we could all certainly head up Wyoming way.  I told Ricardo too, that if he isn’t
returning to the sea, after Mexico, then he would always find a home at my or
my pa’s place, and be welcome.  I’m still not sure what I’ll find when I
return, but I’m sure the horse property is still there anyway.”


 


“I won’t be certain until I speak with Olivia, and see
this ranch of mine, but for myself, I would look forward to the trip.”  Claude
smiled, and shook his graying head.  “I swear I feel younger than I have in
years just making this trip west.”  Claude decided to speak with Olivia as soon
as possible about the issue.


 


After they’d all eaten a hot meal of beef, biscuits,
potatoes and gravy, the passengers again climbed into the stage, and the fresh
team of horses were eager to be off.  The rest of the day was restful and
uneventful, and the surrounding terrain was turning greener, and the air a
little cooler, and Olivia noted that the ground was slanting ever upward.  They
were entering the foothills of the far mountain range, though the stage made a
turn to the left, staying even with the foothills now, and didn’t climb any
higher.  


 


“Oh my.”  Olivia breathed, as she looked out the stage
window.  “Look, Maria, the scenery is breathtaking now.  Nothing like we’ve
been through.”


 


Maria laughed, “Si, Señorita.  I told you.  You will
never wish to leave this part of the country.  It gets even better than this
further up.”


 


“You are right my friend.”  Olivia smiled, “I just may
never want to leave.  England, where is that?”  She laughed, and couldn’t
believe she had said that.  


 


Logan was riding tall
and silent, and Olivia was impressed at how well he seemed to fit the horse and
the country too.  


 


Maria interrupted her thoughts again, “We will spend
the night in a picturesque little town of ‘Coyote Springs’.  A little higher
than the land we are traveling now, and with running streams on two sides of
the town, with grass and wildflowers growing all over the land.  Ricardo and I
have been through there many times, and have always enjoyed the visit, and the
coolness of the place.  You will love it there.  Logan said Coyote Springs is
about three miles from this ranch of your uncle’s.  He has been through here
many times and knows the territory well.  He also said that we can lease a
carriage in the morning and ride out to the ranch that way.”


 


Olivia nodded, and continued to stare out the stage
window.  


 


Claude now rode the sleek black horse as if born to
the saddle, and at times Lulu glanced wistfully out the window with an admiring
glance at the tall formidable figure riding the stallion, then looked away
quickly, as Olivia held back a grin.  The woman, Lulu, hated to give up, and
obviously hadn’t realized that Claude was fairly used to women chasing after him,
and had become very adept at dodging the fine claws of matrimony.  


 


Olivia noted the change in her uncle’s appearance,
possibly for the better.  He seemed happy and relaxed now as he rode along,
never very far away from the stagecoach though, and with his western attire,
complete with jeans, black flat-crowned hat, red scarf around his neck and the gun
belt strapped to his right hip, with the colt .45 setting well in the holster,
he could easily have passed for a Texas rancher.  Olivia smiled to herself, as
she remembered how Uncle Claude had insisted on purchasing her a small
derringer to carry with her, though she had absolutely refused to even touch
the small weapon.  Claude had ended up just sticking the gun into the inside pocket
of his jacket.  


 


Maria had been a wonderful traveling companion for
Olivia, and Olivia would miss her a lot, when she and Ricardo left for Mexico.  She had become quite attached to the both of them, and hoped that they would meet
again soon.  


 


The two rugged cowboys, who sat in the rear seat, were
going all the way to Coyote Springs also.  They had told Logan and Claude,
while they were having their meal at the last stage stop that they’d been with
a group who’d taken a small herd up to the railroad in Kansas, and now were on
the way home to the ranch they had been working at for the last several years. 
The tallest of the two, Bret, had said that it was not roundup time yet, but
that the pastures were overstocked with cattle, so they’d run the fittest of
the herd up to some buyers at the railroad in Kansas, leaving the bulk of the
herd to graze until roundup and branding time.  They had told Logan that they
worked for a man named Woody Perkins, a big husky well-to-do red-haired
rancher, who owned a large spread outside of town.  Claude hadn’t volunteered
any information of his own.  The two cowboys, who had been so talkative at the
stage stop, were both dozing on the rear seat. 


 


Maria and Olivia were talking quietly as the woman,
Lulu, now rested her head against the back of her seat, with her eyes closed. 
They both figured she was awake and just plotting her next move to try and trap
the distinguished-looking gray-haired ‘rancher’. 


 


Maria looked over at Olivia and asked, “Now, this
rancho of your uncle’s.  Is there a foreman managing it?  Are there many
vaqueros?”


 


“I believe Uncle Claude said that an attorney in
‘Coyote Springs’ is actually running the financial and legal aspects of the
place, but he had hired a very trustworthy foreman, and yes, there are cowboys
working the range, and managing the cattle, of which there are around three-thousand
head.  It’s a huge ranch, according to the reports.  Uncle receives monthly
reports from the attorney.” 


 


“That is good, Señorita.”  Maria said.  “Did your
uncle notify this foreman at the rancho to have the hacienda prepared for your
visit?”


 


“Actually”, Olivia grinned, “knowing my uncle, I
believe he wanted to first ride up and view the workings of the place.  Kind of
get an impression of the entire operation without them being aware that he is
making this trip.  He did mention meeting with the attorney though, before we
leave for the ranch, although he hasn’t informed him either of our visit. 
Sometimes uncle likes to work that way.  He said the attorney would never
expect him to come all the way from England.”


 


“Bueno, Señorita.  This attorney and foreman too, they
will be mucho surprised at that.”  Maria laughed.


 


Olivia glanced out the window just as Logan rode by on the roan gelding, his tanned lean face shaded by the wide-brimmed Stetson. 
She thought to herself, “The man is as rugged as the surrounding countryside.” 



 


Maria noted the slight flush to Olivia’s cheeks, and
smiled to herself, then said, “The señor is one fine looking hombre, no?”


 


Olivia started, then flustered, “I really hadn’t
noticed.”  Though her fidgeting hands told more of her thoughts than she was
willing to impart.






[bookmark: _Toc356213218]CHAPTER 7


 


Coyote Springs, Texas  


 


The panoramic view from the outskirts of the western
foothills town of Coyote Springs was breathtaking.  A verdant colorful valley
crowded with prairie grasses, yellow and red wildflowers, shady mesquite trees
and bushes, scrub and spreading oak, and plentiful berry bushes, linked from
the west the backdrop of the pine covered mountains to the picturesque town
just ahead and to the south, with its false fronted buildings, some clapboard
construction, other adobe block.  A weary team of horses anxiously pulled the
creaking stagecoach the last half mile, then past a dozen majestic Ponderosa
pine trees lining each side of the wide main street, along with potted
geraniums setting off to the sides of each business entrance.  A white trellis
with climbing honeysuckle vines shaded the board walkway of a small cozy homestead
situated on the edge of town, enhanced by a surrounding, and freshly painted
white picket fence.  Blossoms filled the air with a sweet flowery fragrance.   
  


 


After struggling across a ten foot wide log bridge, which
spanned the rapidly running creek, the stage slowed, then amid clouds of swirling
dust, came to a screeching halt in front of  a whitewashed two-story building
that had several weatherworn signs lining a wood plank front walkway.  One sign
had large black lettering informing one and all that this was indeed a café,
stage stop, and hotel combined.  Another sign read Western Union and U.S. Post
Office with arrows pointing to another entrance to the right, then yet another
sign with large red lettering in front of a colorful rose bush which bespoke of
a livery stable to the left and two blocks down.  In small lettering the livery
stable sign also read, “HEALTHY HORSES FOR SALE, RENT OR BORROW.  OLD NAGS
CHEAPER!”  The last sign at the far end of a walkway said, “IF YOU PASSED
BOOTHILL, YOU HAVE ALREADY LEFT US!”  


 


Snickering, as she noted the signs, Olivia said to her
friend, “You were right Maria; this is a lovely and colorful town.  Just look
at the wildflowers growing everywhere.  The young pines and shady oak trees are
magnificent.  I believe I love this place already.”


 


“Si, Señorita, it is indeed a paradise to behold.  I
think you will enjoy your visit here.  Maybe after we get settled into our
hotel rooms, we could stroll around, take in some of the shops while the day is
still young.”  Maria smiled while smoothing down the front of her full gathered
skirt, as everyone prepared to leave the confines of the hot stage interior.  


 


Lord Beckford was the first to dismount, then after looping
the reins of his black stallion over the nearest hitching rail, he strode to
the door of the stagecoach to assist the women.  Swinging the door wide, he
reached inside towards Olivia’s outstretched hand, but the aggressive brassy
redhead, Lulu, pushed ahead of Olivia, and snatching her carpetbag with her
left hand, grabbed ahold of Claude’s hand with her right.  


 


“Oh my,” she flustered, and batted her eyelashes, “you
are such a true gentleman to rush to my assistance like this.”  She gave a
harsh throaty giggle, then put all of her heavy weight on Claude’s hand, and
though he was a strong man, even at his age, he was caught off guard, and
struggled not to ‘drop’ the coarse woman.  He didn’t answer her, just nodded,
then after assisting her to alight, proceeded to disengage his hand from Lulu,
but the forward female held on tight, pulling Lord Claude after her towards the
boardwalk in front of the stage depot.


 


Claude realized in a moment that the woman didn’t
intend to let him go, and he also wondered what she thought she could accomplish
by this brazen act of hers.  He wanted to assist his niece and Maria from the
stage, but he was a patient man, and without creating a scene for the
entertainment of the locals, that was not to be accomplished.


 


Logan and Ricardo had been assisting Joe Carlson, the
driver of the stage, to unload the trunks from the top, catching them as Joe
tossed them down.  The ‘riding shotgun’ guard, ‘Wolf’, had climbed down from
his perch, and without a backward glance, sauntered  across the road to the
nearest saloon, pushed the batwing doors in, then disappeared inside the
establishment, probably not to be seen again, until the stage was ready to pull
out, whenever that would be.  


 


Seeing that he was needed, Ricardo immediately stepped
over and helped Maria down, lifting her tenderly into his waiting embrace.


 


As Olivia attempted to leave the stagecoach, she was
grasped around her slim waist by two strong hands, and then lifted carefully to
the ground.  She reflexively put her small hands on Logan’s shoulders to brace
herself, as he swung her down to the ground.  She was amazed at how light she
felt in his grasp as he easily lifted her.  Olivia whispered a quiet ‘Thank
you”, as he then reached inside the stage to retrieve her carpetbag.  


 


Logan nodded and
smiled that devilish grin at her, as she looked up at him, then embarrassed,
she turned away, after lifting that haughty little chin of hers in the air.  Logan grinned and shook his head, then proceeded to gather some of the bags that had been
left on the ground.  


 


Claude had finally managed to pull his hand away from
Lulu, but only after she had wrangled a promise that he meet her for supper
later on that evening in the hotel dining room.  He figured he would take
Olivia, Maria and Ricardo with for protection from the aggressive, bothersome
and scheming female.  First after checking into their rooms, he needed to
contact Claybourne Phillips, the attorney who was managing his ranch, the ‘Triple
B’.  The two cowboys who had been riding the stage, had walked on down the road
towards the livery stable, but he had heard them mention working for the owner
of the ‘Triple B’.  Interesting.  Claude pondered on that bit of information,
also the fact that they were returning from driving a small herd of longhorns
to the railroad.  He hadn’t seen that information either on any of the recent
monthly reports from the attorney, Phillips.  


 


One of the cowboys, Bart McCain he’d said his name
was, a friendly informative person, had informed Claude and Logan that the rest
of the trail hands were returning with the remuda of horses and the chuckwagon
along with other gear back down the trail and would be about another week in
returning. Though he was to hurry back to the ranch to let the owner know that
the drive had been successful and  Bart had to deliver a bank draft to the boss
for the sale of the longhorn cattle.  


 


As Claude walked away from the aggressive female,
Lulu, he thought heavily about the situation at his ranch.  Something didn’t
set right.  Just what were these people up to?    


 


“Logan?” he called to his trusted friend and guide.  


 


Logan walked to the boardwalk in front of the hotel,
stepped up to where Claude stood then answered, “Yes, sir?”  He noted Claude’s
intent expression. “What’s on your mind, Claude?”  He said as he set down the
two trunks and other bags he’d been carrying.


 


Olivia and Maria had already entered the hotel lobby,
followed by Ricardo.


 


Lulu, with one quick wistful glance over her shoulder
at Claude, had then crossed the dirt road, and headed towards the mercantile. 
No one had really asked why she had traveled to ‘Coyote springs’, or where she
had come from either.  


 


Claude spoke quietly to Logan, after first glancing
around to see that no one was near who could overhear what he was saying.  “It
seems,” he began, as Logan listened intently, “I may have run into a literal
‘hornet’s nest’ here with this ranch of mine.”


 


Logan raised an
eyebrow in question as Claude continued.  “You know, young man, that I have not
kept my business affairs running smoothly all these years by being a stupid
man.  My instinct, which by the way has never once failed me, tells me that all
is not what it appears at the ‘Triple B’.”


 


Logan nodded in
agreement, his expression grim, though calm, as he spoke, “I figured you’d come
around to telling me your thoughts on this situation here.  Exactly the same
conclusion as I have come to, after meeting the two hands from your ranch.  As
most hands are loyal to the brand, they are merely doing their job, possibly
innocent pawns in some kind of a scam.”


 


“Exactly.  You know, Logan, the funny part of this
whole affair is that I am a very wealthy man, so I don’t really need the income
from this Texas property.  I’ve just been sitting on it, and reinvesting the
small proceeds from it.  However,” Claude paused here, then took a deep breath
and grinned, “It’s only one small holding of mine, left to me by a distant
relative some ten years ago, who had no close heirs.  I haven’t really paid all
that much attention to it.”  Claude paused again, then continued with a shake
of his graying head, “I have always been a fair businessman, and as a result,
have demanded fairness in return.  When my instinct tells me something is not
right, I always listen.  I’ve built up a worldwide industry that had been in my
family for generations, but my instinct has assisted me in slowly, over the
years, increasing that industry a thousand-fold to what it was when I took it
over as a young man forty years ago.  I  don’t need the income from this ranch,
but I’ll bloody well be damned if I’ll sit by and watch some shifty characters
take away what will some day be a part, no matter how small, of my niece and
nephew’s inheritance.”  


 


Logan nodded
thoughtfully in agreement.  “Exactly.”  He said.  “I will assist you in any way
I can sir, and be assured that you can count on Ricardo as well.”  He thought
for a minute, then, “Wait a minute Claude.  I have an idea.”  Logan scanned the
area around them, then quietly said, “If it’s alright with you, Lord Beckford,
just possibly Ricardo and I could mosey on down to the Triple B and see if they
are hiring on any new hands.  No one around here knows for sure if we are all
traveling together, or if we just met on the way here.  Ricardo and I were
riding horses next to the stage anyway, so I doubt if any of the passengers
realized we were together.  When we find out any information as to the
situation at the Triple B, we can report to you some way or other.  At least
then you will be forewarned, and we can take whatever actions are necessary.”


 


Claude pondered the idea for a moment, “By Jove Logan,
that just may work.  Let me think on the subject overnight.  I’ll talk to
Olivia and see her reaction is to all this and you speak to Ricardo.  We’ll
come to a decision in the morning.  Meanwhile I have to get the ladies checked
into their hotel rooms so they can do some shopping before supper.”


 


Logan nodded, tipped
his hat, then, picking up the trunks and other baggage that had been left; he
headed for the hotel entrance, following after Lord Beckford.  


 


Lulu stood inside the mercantile staring out the
window toward the walkway where Claude and Logan had been standing, deep in
discussion.  She wondered at the intensity of their hushed conversation, and
hoped that Claude would show up in the dining room for supper.  Her situation
was dire.  She didn’t want to work in her sister’s store for the rest of her
life, but that was the reason for this journey.  She had promised Clara, her
widowed sister, as there was nothing else for her back east.  Lulu’s fourth
husband had run off and left her some six months ago, leaving a stack of bills
for which she could avoid no longer.  She’d filed for divorce on grounds of
desertion, then had left Philadelphia immediately afterwards.  She needed a
rich husband.  And fast.  Lulu hoped the rancher she’d met on the stagecoach
was well-to-do.  He appeared to be.


 


 Lulu felt herself too classy to waste her years
working for a living anyway.  Maybe that rancher who had been on the stagecoach
would weaken.  He had a heavy British accent.   She pondered briefly on that,
but it was of no great importance.  Lulu gave a deep sigh, then walked back to
the counter, donned a white muslin apron and began dusting off merchandise. 
Her sister, Clara, who owned the mercantile, had been ill, and the place was a
mess.  Lulu wasn’t afraid of hard work.  She just didn’t like it.  Working for
a living was degrading to a lady of her looks and intelligence.  Well, she’d
never had a problem enticing male attention before now.  Surely she wasn’t
losing her touch in that direction.  During supper she would work extra hard putting
on the charm for the rancher.  He would most certainly be enamored then. 
Wouldn’t he?


 


<><><> 


 


Olivia stared at her uncle Claude in disbelief, as
they stood inside her hotel room.  “Are you certain you have read this
situation right?”  She spoke in a shocked voice.  “After all this traveling, we
may not even be able to see your ranch?”


 


“I didn’t say that, Ollie.  It is my property, and we
certainly will be able to see the place, even stay there.  It’s just a small
matter of ownership that needs to be cleared up.  I’m not sure it would be such
a good idea to take you ladies to the property as quickly as planned.  I need
to see this attorney first, the one who oversees the property for me, then
again….”  Claude paused here, “Maybe not before I find out what the situation
is there.”  We need to think this over.  Maybe I’ll just wait on seeing that
attorney.  Who knows just how deeply he is involved in the workings of the
whole situation.  


 


“Logan and Ricardo will be riding out to the ranch in
the morning, only to be seeking jobs on a ranch.  Even if they don’t get hired,
it doesn’t matter, they will go there to look things over anyway, then report
back to me later on in the day.  They’re both very experienced cowhands, so if
the ranch is shorthanded, they may be able to hire out for a few days and get a
truer picture of the place and its workings. Though I won’t know what should be
done until I hear back from them.”


 


Olivia nodded, “I trust your judgment, Uncle.  It’s
just a disappointment, that’s all.  I’ve lived at the well-organized Beckford
Manor estate for so many years; I guess I always expect things to go according
to plans, though from what I heard of Mr. Wakefield’s experiences for eight
years of his life, things were certainly not according to his plans.  I should
have expected the unexpected on this trip to America.”


 


Claude smiled fondly at his niece, “After all these
months, Logan is still ‘Mr. Wakefield’ to you, Ollie?  Can’t you refer to him
as ‘Logan’ now?”  


 


“Of course, Uncle.  It’s just that I’m not used to the
man; he’s a virtual stranger to me.”  Olivia stated emphatically, trying to
cover for her nervous reaction to the mention of Logan’s name.  


 


Shaking his head, Claude hid a knowing grin, then
quickly reversed the subject to the previous topic of discussion, “We will wait
here in town until I can figure out what to do about the ranch.  Though from
now on, and from all appearances to the town’s folks in general, we are only
visiting the area, then will be traveling on to another town, to visit friends
and relatives.  


 


“I didn’t want to worry you, Ollie.  I figured you
should know just what we are possibly up against.”  


 


Claude gave Olivia a quick hug, then said, “You get
some rest, and then you and Maria should do whatever shopping you need to do,
just be careful who you talk to, and don’t give out any information about why
we are here in Coyote Springs, or where we are going from here.  I believe we
should keep a very low profile for the time being.


 


“Right now,” Claude continued, “I need to send a wire
to your brother, Garth in New York, to let him know that we arrived here
alright.  Hopefully we’ll receive an answer from him as soon as he gets my
wire.  The lad is so unpredictable.  With a little luck he will have remained
at the townhouse and not left the country yet.”


 


“I’m still surprised at his marriage, Uncle Claude,
though I will admit he chose well.  I like Bridgett a lot, and she just may be
the sort of settling influence that Garth needs.  Her character runs deep, much
more than she would lead us to believe.”


 


“You are right about her, Ollie, as I’ve had the same
feeling about the lady.  She portrays herself just the way she wants the world
to see her, though that’s not really the type of person she is.  I’m sure Garth
saw beneath the surface as well.”  Claude chuckled.  “Those two go well
together, seeming to compliment each other.  There will certainly never be a
dull moment in that marriage.”  He walked toward the doorway, turned the knob,
then looked back at Olivia.  “I’ll be back here at seven to take you and Maria
to supper.  Ricardo knows to have Maria meet you here before then, although he
and Logan will not be dining with us.  They will be busy making themselves
known around town tonight as two cowboys looking for work.  I don’t want them
to be seen in our company, in case someone should detect as to why I am here,
and who I am.”


 


Olivia agreed with her uncle.  He then left the room
and descended the stairway to the hotel lobby.  As he headed for the outside
exit, the desk clerk called to him, “One moment, sir.”


 


“Yes, what is it?”  Claude turned and strode back to
the desk.


 


“I remembered a telegram that came in a couple weeks
ago, addressed to Claude Beckford, that is you, isn’t it sir?”  At his nod, the
clerk handed him the missive, and added, “I was instructed to hold on to it
until you arrived and checked in, then I almost forgot to give it to you when
you registered.”


 


Claude thanked the young fellow, then took the cable
and moved over to sit on a leather chair which stood on the far side of the
lobby.  He hoped it was from his nephew Garth, and was not disappointed as he
opened the envelope.  Garth’s telegram was long and detailed.  The lad believed
in spending money at the western union offices.  His messages were very rare
indeed, but when he did send one, he certainly made up for lost time.  The
missives were always lengthy to say the least.  


 


As he read the long and detailed contents of the
telegram, Claude mumbled to himself, “Interesting……very interesting.”  He
thought.  “Logan needs to read this one too.”  Claude headed back up the
stairway, then after scanning the hallway, he lightly tapped on Logan’s hotel room door, which was the first door to the right at the top of the stairs.  Logan opened the door, then stepped back to admit Claude.


 


After again checking the hallway and stairs, he
stepped into the room, then quickly shut the door.  Holding up the telegram, he
told Logan, “I have received a very interesting wire from my nephew.  You met
Garth and his wife, Bridgett, at my townhouse in New York.”  He thrust the
thick envelope towards Logan.  “Here, take your time lad.  I want you to read
this and then tell me your reaction.”


 


Logan’s expression was
puzzled as he hesitantly reached for the cablegram.  He sat down on the edge of
the feather mattress, on the four-poster bed, and began reading.  An eyebrow
raised, and a slight smile quirked the side of his mouth, as he read:


 


UNCLE CLAUDE,


HAVE SOME INTERESTING BIT OF NEWS FOR YOU.  IT SEEMS
THAT CAPTAIN DEVLIN IS BEING DETAINED.  ARRESTED BY U.S. INTELLIGENCE, IN
COOPERATION WITH BRITISH INTELLIGENCE AT THE NEW YORK HARBOR.  RED DRAGON
IMPOUNDED.  DEVLIN TRIED TO RUN.  SHIP WAS ATTACKED BY U.S. MILITARY.  SOME DAMAGE.  DRAGON MAY SINK.  


 


DEVLIN IS ON THE WAY TO ENGLAND AT PRESENT TO STAND
TRIAL FOR CRIMES ON THE HIGH SEAS INCLUDING SMUGGLING, SLAVES, KIDNAPPING,
FALSIFYING BOND DOCUMENTS, AND PIRACY.  CAPTIVES ON BOARD SHIP WERE RESCUED AND
RELEASED AFTER MEDICAL TREATMENT.  SOME WILL NEED TO TESTIFY AGAINST DEVLIN AND
CREW.  TELL LOGAN HE IS NO LONGER WANTED FOR JUMPING SHIP.   NO MORE WORRIES.  


 


HERE’S A STRANGE BIT OF INFO:  ONE OF THE CAPTIVES TO
BE RELEASED WAS OUR FRIEND HENRY J. ADAMS, ALIAS HENRY BIRCH.  WONDER HOW THAT
HAPPENED.  NOT SURE WHERE HE WAS HEADED WHEN RELEASED.  BE CAREFUL. 


 


GIVE OLIVIA MY LOVE.   BRIDGETT SENDS REGARDS.


 


YOUR LOVING NEPHEW,


GARTH


 


P.S.  YOU NEEDN’T REPLY. WE MAY LEAVE FOR ENGLAND, UNLESS YOU NEED ME THERE.  WONDER WHAT HENRY ‘BIRCH’ IS UP TO?  PROBABLY NOTHING
THAT REQUIRES INTELLIGENT THINKING.  


 


Logan handed the
telegram back to Claude with a wide grin on his face.  “That happened faster
than I’d ever have expected.  I know Garth said Devlin was being investigated,
but so soon after we left New York he was taken in?  Well, I must say it
couldn’t have happened to a more deserving fellow.  And that crew of his.  I
hope they got all of them too.”


 


“Time will tell.”  Claude answered, then putting out
his hand to Logan, he said, “Well, I believe I’ll turn in now.  It seems my
nephew’s been busy.”


 


Logan looked
quizzically at Claude, “Do you think Garth may have had something to do with
this investigation?”


 


Claude paused a minute before answering, then, “Logan, this is completely confidential so keep it under that black hat of yours.  Not even
a word to Ricardo or my niece, but, yes, my my nephew is working under cover
for the British Government, and has for quite awhile.  He doesn’t know that I
know, however, the Queen and I have spoken at great lengths regarding Garth and
his natural abilities and talents.  She is quite impressed with him.  I’m
guessing that flighty little wife of his may be in the same business.  That
personality of hers is only a cover-up.  She’s quite a talented actress, but
she doesn’t fool me a bit. 


“I did send a few letters and cablegrams from various
ports, while you were recovering from your injuries on board my ship.  I have many
connections with government agencies, and the information you gave me about
Devlin and his thugs may have helped in the investigation.”  Claude smiled at
that statement.  Then continued. “Garth owned a small fleet of ships in
partnership with a friend of his with a successful shipping industry, though
the boy has been busy with that ‘sideline’ of his too.  From what he told me
though, he has sold his share of the import business to his partner.  Now Garth
will return to England to take over part of my business industry.  He will continue
with his ‘sideline’ though, of course.  


 


“He doesn’t realize that I have so many connections in
  England and all over the world for that matter, that he can’t hide a thing
from his old uncle.  I’ve been one jump ahead of him at all times.  However, it
makes him feel good to think that he has put something over on this old man. 
Without Olivia’s knowing it, I have kept complete track of that nephew of mine,
since he left home five years ago.”  Claude chuckled at his own wit, then took
his leave of Logan’s room, after a hearty handshake and a quick nod.  He
wondered where that Henry Adams, alias Henry Birch, was headed.  Would he
attempt to follow Olivia?






[bookmark: _Toc356213219]CHAPTER 8


 


Logan pushed open the
batwing doors of ‘Hawk’s Red Eye’ saloon, with both hands, and then stood for a
moment as his eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior.  After briefly scanning
the room, he sauntered on towards the bar.  Ricardo, clad in his colorful garb,
flashing conchos and silver spurs, had already preceded Logan by several minutes,
and now  stood belly up to the bar, sipping a shot of tequila from a small
tumbler, and he turned slowly as if sizing up the newcomer.  Logan moved slowly
over to stand next to his Spanish friend, though he pretended to not know him
at that time.


 


Ricardo gave a wide grin, showing even white teeth,
against his dark olive skin.  Swaying a little, Logan tipped his hat, and said,
“Howdy.  I saw you on the trail comin’ in.”


 


Ricardo touched the brim of his tall sombrero, and
kept grinning looking the newcomer up and down.  “Amigo.”  He said, and
nodded.    


 


Logan then turned to
the bewhiskered bartender, a ruddy cheeked and balding older man sporting a pot
belly and a huge handlebar mustache, who was slowly wiping the bar with a rag
that had seen better days.  “I take it you’re Hawk.”  Logan slurred.  Then at
the bartender’s nod, he said, “I’ll take the same as this gentleman here is
drinkin’, then pour him another at the same time.”


“That’ll be tequila then.  You treatin’ the mex’ here
too?”  The bartender asked, as he turned to grab a bottle and another glass
from a shelf.  


 


Logan drawled, “He
seems like as good a drinkin’ pardner as any of the others here.”  Logan slurred his words, giving the impression that he’d already tossed down more than a
few drinks already.  He laid down a couple of two-bit pieces on the bar, then
tossed down a couple more, and said “Now, Hawk, don’t you go lettin’ me or this
fella next to me here, go away thirsty.”  Then he lifted the glass and downed
the tequila in one big gulp, almost choking on the strong stuff.  He shook his
head as if to clear it, then pointed to the glass, and the bartender filled it
up again.  This time Logan slowly sipped his drink.  He didn’t want to get
drunk, just give the impression.  People tended to be loose-lipped around an
intoxicated person.  


 


Ricardo was used to the strong tequila, his favorite
whenever he drank, which wasn’t often, (Maria wouldn’t allow it), but he now
grabbed the bottle, after tossing a few of his own coins onto the well-polished
bar, then motioned for Logan to follow him over to a corner table.  Logan pretended to stagger a bit as he walked behind his friend.  They were drawing a bit
of attention from some of the other patrons, but mostly humorous interest for
the drinking strangers.  


 


Ricardo appeared relaxed, enjoying the act that his
friend Logan was performing, although he watched without seeming to, the others
in the saloon.  There were three rough looking characters sitting at one table
playing cards and drinking.  The three had watched as Logan and Ricardo walked
over to the corner table, then they had gone back to their card game.  Logan’s performance must have been believable.  


 


Ricardo knew that Logan had sworn never to touch
liquor again, after being shanghaied while intoxicated eight years ago, but
this was necessary to see what they could find out about the town, also the
surrounding ranches.  Saloons were known to be usually a good source of
information.  


 


There were about a dozen men in the room, mostly
cowhands, though one gentleman wore a suit, the rest were clad in weathered and
worn western garb.  


 


Ricardo turned to Logan, “Gracias, Señor, for the
drink.  You are one generous hombre, for a gringo.  I am pleased to drink with
you.  This tequila, she will honor you with one magnificent headache, come
morning.  But she is so worth it.”  He gave a hearty laugh, and slapped Logan on the shoulder.


 


Logan grinned as he
answered, “Friend, it won’t be my first hangover……..nor…my last, an’ long as
ah’m ridin’ the grub line, may as well enjoy a few now an’ then.”


 


Two flashy-dressed women were working the floor, and
one, a worn out looking brunette, in a bright red satin short dress, walked
over and put an arm around Logan’s wide shoulders, leaning in his face, “Hi
handsome, my name’s Rosie.  Are you buyin’ drinks tonight?”  She purred into
his face.


 


Logan had to act the
part of a lonely cowhand on the prowl, so he gave her a lopsided grin, and
kidded along with her for awhile, then bought her a drink, and told her he’d
see her later.  He hoped she got busy later, if she didn’t, he’d be fast out
the swinging doors.  She wasn’t all that attractive, and he caught himself
comparing her looks to Olivia’s.  There was no contest there, and he mentally
kicked himself for even thinking such thoughts.  Why was it that every woman he
even looked at lately, brought visions to mind of Lord Beckford’s lovely and
enchanting niece?    


 


Ricardo hoped that the saloon woman, Rosie, wouldn’t
bother with him though, as Maria would kill him if she found out he had even
talked to any woman in the saloon, and he heaved a deep sigh of relief when
Rosie only paused a moment, then shrugged and winked at him as she walked
away.  She left her drink on the bar, and then walked over to work on more
customers.  There were plenty of them, and she called a few by name.  


 


Logan wasn’t the only one who’d had (from all
appearances anyway) too much to drink, as one of the younger cowboys had to be
half carried out of the saloon by two of his friends.  It had been obvious that
he was not used to drinking, young and red-faced as he was.  He looked like he
hadn’t even begun shaving yet.  Logan and Ricardo looked at each other, and
then smiled.  Oh, the innocence of youth.  


 


Several tables had serious card games going on, though
most seemed friendly, at least at the present time.  Logan made a show of
enjoying the evening, and casually watching some of the men playing cards,
while he bantered back and forth with Ricardo, joking about the well decorated
streets of Coyote Springs, with all the trees and flowers lining the main
street.  


 


He didn’t need to pretend any more that the strong
tequila was affecting him, as his head was beginning to buzz for real.  Logan hadn’t had a drink in over eight years, so this was a lot all at once.  He signaled
the bartender and ordered a beer, hoping that he could make it last awhile.  He
didn’t know what that mixture would do to his stomach, but he also thought to
ask Hawk if he could rustle up some grub for him and Ricardo, as they hadn’t
eaten since lunch, and secretly he hoped that a bite of food would keep him
from ‘ailing’ too much in the morning.  Hawk told him that they had a good cook
in the kitchen, and already some of the other patrons had ordered supper also. 



 


Logan leaned back in
his chair, while they waited for the food to be served.  He lazily scanned the
room again, casually taking in the various customers, intentionally reading
personalities.  He spotted right away one tough looking gent at the table
nearest where he and Ricardo were sitting.  The man seemed to be ‘full of
himself’, though no threat.  


 


Four cowhands sat together at the adjoining table,
enjoying a drink and a friendly game of cards.  Logan heard one mention the
‘Triple-B’ ranch, and his interest heightened.  The same one referred to the serious
gent with the receding hairline and the stub of a cigar stuck in the corner of
his mouth, as the ‘ramrod’.  Logan figured that Mr. ‘cigar’ was the foreman of
the spread.  He was in luck.  Though the man looked like he’d been over the
hill and back a few times, Logan knew he could handle him, if the need came,
and with his luck, it probably would.    


 


He waited a few moments, until the time was right,
then as the bartender was placing a plateful of hot food in front of Logan and
one for Ricardo, he asked loudly, “Say, Hawk.  You s’pose anyone’s doin’ any
hirin’ ‘round here?  I may stay around awhile, kinda like this town.  I’ve done
a lot of bronc ridin’, an’ pushin’ cows up Wyoming way.  It oughta be ‘bout
time for roundup and brandin’.”  He knew the men at the next table heard, as
they turned his way, and studied him a few minutes.


 


Hawk finished placing the cutlery next to the plates,
and said, “Enjoy the grub fellas.  Not sure who’s hiring, but I’ll let you know
if I hear of anyone.”  He nodded in the direction of the next table, as he
wiped his hands on his apron, and then walked back in the direction of the
bar.  


 


Logan and Ricardo dug in.  The food was surprisingly
good, roast beef and fried potatoes, with a couple tortillas on the side
stuffed with beans.  Logan didn’t know how that meal would mix with the alcohol
in his system, but he hoped it would settle things down.  If things progressed
well, they could leave shortly after they had eaten.  The place didn’t really
smell like clean fresh air, and he couldn’t wait to get out of there.  


 


He and Ricardo discussed the picturesque town of Coyote Springs, with its cool sparkling stream at the edge of town.  They talked about
anything that they could think of on the spur of the moment, except why they
had chosen Coyote Springs to stop at.  Logan was tired.  It had been a long
day, and he hoped that the gents at the next table were friendly and
informative pretty quick, though if they learned nothing, they would just ride
out to the Triple-B in the morning anyway, and take their chances on hiring
out.    


 


“How about you?”  Logan asked Ricardo, as he finished
the last bite on his plate, then lifting the mug, took a swallow of the warm
beer that the bartender had brought him.  At Ricardo’s questioning look, he
continued, “You an experienced hand too?  Needin’ work too, Amigo?”  


 


“Si, Señor.”  Ricardo grinned, “I am mucho
experienced, mostly working my parents’ rancho grande in Mexico, a few spreads here in Texas, and some other places, wherever the wind happens to blow.” 
With that he laughed.  “However, I could use a few extra pesos to keep me in my
tequila and tacos.  I would then be a happy man.  Let us ride together?  Si?”  


 


Logan had to stop
himself from laughing.  Ricardo was sure putting it on thick, but then he was a
very demonstrative Spaniard, and usually absorbed a lot of attention wherever
he went, enjoying every moment of it.  


 


Just as Hawk had cleared the plates away from the
table, and collected a few more coins for the price of the two meals, the stern
gent, with the cigar stub stuffed in the side of his mouth, laid down his hand
of cards, then made a big show of shoving back his chair, and stood.  He eyed
Logan and Ricardo for a full half minute.  “Heard you boys talkin’.  Ridin’ the
grub line?”  He drawled. 


 


Logan nodded, and
Ricardo answered, “Si, Señor.  Why do you ask?”


 


“Name’s Holderman, Jinx Holderman that is.  I’m
foreman of the Triple-B, a spread southwest of here.”  He puffed his chest out
a bit.  Yes the man was surely full of himself.  Then he continued talking, “If
your friend here sobers up by tomorrow sunup, I may be able to use you.  Ever
broke wild mustangs?”


 


Logan slurred his
answer, putting on a bleary-eyed appearance. “Never seen a mustang that weren’t
wild.  They wouldn’t be needin’ to be broke if they weren’t.  I been
bronc-bustin’ them ornery critters since ah was knee-high to a prairie dog an’
still a’settin’ in short pants.  Just you point me the way.  Ah’ll show you what
I can do.  What you got in mind, pard?”    


 


Mr. cigar reddened in the face, “I’m not your pard. 
If you work for me you’ll find that out soon enough.”  Holderman wasn’t very
tall, maybe around five foot, ten inches, but he was a stocky, husky fellow,
sour faced and stern.  A serious, no nonsense ramrod.  He took the mostly
burned out cigar from his mouth, flicked the ashes onto the floor, and then
stomped on them before continuing on.  “Got a corral full of feisty ones.  Just
come in.  We’ll also need a few extra hands just for the roundup and branding. 
If you boys think you can handle it, be there early.”  After giving directions
to the ranch, he abruptly turned and sat back down to begin shuffling the cards
for another game.


 


Logan figured they had
been dismissed, as Holderman hadn’t waited for an answer from them, nor had he
introduced any of the other men at the table.  He must be a man of few words.  Logan chuckled to himself.  The gent would have more than a few words before long.  That
is, if he was aware of the scam that was going on at the ranch.  Logan figured that from all appearances he probably did.  He had an evil look about him
that appeared as crooked as a branding iron.  Though he figured that most of
the cowhands were just honest hard working cowboys, riding for the brand, trying
to make an honest living, not necessarily knowing, or caring about any scam
going on.  Usually when there was crooked business going on, there were only a
few involved.  Couldn’t have too many with their hands in the ‘cookie jar’.


 


<><><> 


 


Earlier that same evening, Olivia had just finished
changing her dress and brushing out her hair, then to pin it up in a loose bun
at the nape of her neck, as Maria tapped lightly on the door, then entered the
hotel room at Olivia’s call.  


 


“You are rested now, señorita?”  Maria asked with a
smile.  


 


“As well as can be, after an entire afternoon of
buying out all of the stores in this town.  But we did enjoy ourselves, didn’t
we, Maria?”  Olivia laughed.


 


“Si, and I can’t believe we ran into that ‘Lulu’
woman, working in the mercantile.  She appeared to be a bit embarrassed, though
she needn’t have been, it is honest work.  At least she’s not working in a
saloon.”  She snickered, “Though I wouldn’t put that past her, as she would
certainly fit in.”


 




“Maria, really.”  Olivia put in.  “Lulu did say that she’s just helping out her
widowed sister, who owns the business.”  Olivia paused.  “I wonder if she will
show up for supper at the hotel restaurant.  She didn’t mention it.  But then
maybe she doesn’t realize that we are with Lord Beckford.  She may have thought
that we were just being friendly with him on the stagecoach.  She does not know
that he’s a titled man either.”


 


Just then a knock sounded at the door, and Lord
Beckford himself called out.  “You ladies about ready for supper?”  He asked.


 


Maria promptly opened the door, and admitted Olivia’s
uncle.  “Maria.”  He nodded to the Spanish lady, who had proven to be a fine
companion for his niece.  Then he looked at Olivia, and said, “Niece, I have a
cable from your brother, Garth.  But if you don’t mind, we’ll wait for you to
read it after supper, as it is very lengthy, and I know you two are as hungry
as I am.”


 


“Oh, Uncle Claude, that is fantastic, and I can’t wait
to read it.  Garth always did write lengthy telegrams, though they have been so
rare.  Yes, we’ll wait, and then I’ll have time to read it over several times.”


 


“Actually, he did send another wire also, a longer
more detailed one.  So it will take time to read the both of them.”  Claude
smiled, then escorted both ladies out to the hallway, down the stairs and into
the dining room.


 


Lulu had been early by about ten minutes, and she was
seated by herself at a small cozy table, which sported a red checked tablecloth
with a decorative lit candle in the center.  The table was in a secluded corner
of the dining room.  She was hoping the wealthy rancher, with the British
accent, didn’t forget about their supper engagement.  Maybe she’d been a bit
forward in inviting him, but she’d used that same aggressive technique in
trapping her husbands into marriage, and she was desperate for another husband
now.


 


Lulu fidgeted with the cutlery that was on the table,
then took a sip from her cup of tea that the waitress had brought a few minutes
earlier.  She patted her bright red hairdo, and tucked a loose curl behind her
ear, hoping that she looked gorgeous for the rancher, in her dark purple velvet
tightfitting gown, with the extremely low-cut bodice.  Dire straits took
extreme measures.  She had hurried to change when she’d finished working at the
mercantile, and had no clue as to how gaudy the tight gown now looked on her
over-ample figure.


 


Lulu breathed a sigh of relief, as the handsome older
grey-haired rancher entered the room, but then she gasped as he held the door
open for the two lovely ladies she’d seen on the stagecoach, then at the
mercantile this afternoon.  Her face reddened.  She was fuming.  Unbelievable! 
He was bringing two more ladies to supper with her.  The attractive older Mexican
woman, with the flashing black eyes, then also the gorgeous young golden blonde
lady.  Lulu was livid.  She had to cover up her astonishment quickly, before
the group reached her table.  


 


What in the world was his attachment to these younger
women?  She wondered.  As the trio approached her table, she pretended to be
flustered and shy.  Olivia and Maria gave each other a look as if to say, “That
would be the day.”  Though they just smiled at the woman, then gave curious
looks at the only remaining chair at the table, for two.  


 


Claude spoke first.  “Well, we meet again.  You are
the lady from the stagecoach.  Lulu, right?  Do you mind if we join you for
supper?”  At Lulu’s brisk nod, he took two chairs from the next table, and
placing them on each side, then seated Olivia and Maria between himself and
Lulu.  He sat across from her.  


 


Lulu began, “I thought……..I thought that this was to
be……”  She couldn’t finish the sentence.  Then to make matters worse, she began
batting her long eyelashes at Claude, thinking to entice his interest.


 


She figured he was beginning to take interest, when he
leaned across the table and looked into her eyes, then asked, “Do you have
something in your eye, my dear?”  


 


“No….no, that is, there was, but I believe it’s out now.” 
Damn, nothing was working.  


 


Then the ever helpful Maria said, “Perhaps it was a
piece of the small dust particles, left over from the long ride across the
prairie.”


 


Claude turned to Olivia and asked, “Ollie dear, have
you formally met Miss Lulu here?”


 


“Oh, no, Uncle, I have not.”  Olivia sweetly answered.


 


Well, Lulu thought, that clears that up.  She may have
referred to him as uncle on the stagecoach, but I don’t recall hearing her say
that.


 


“Anyway,” Claude continued, “Miss Lulu, this is my niece
Olivia, and Olivia, this lady is Lulu, and I didn’t get her last name.  So
sorry about that.”  Then he turned to Maria, “Maria, this is Miss Lulu, and
Lulu my dear, this lovely latino lady is Maria.  My niece’s traveling
companion, and a friend of the family.”


 


Lulu could only nod, and wonder just how much of a
friend of the family was this Maria person.  


 


Then Claude continued, “Also allow me to introduce
myself, being as we have not been formally introduced either.  I am Claude
Beckford.”


 


Lulu was saved from answering, by the appearance of
the waitress to take their orders, and Claude ordered a full dinner for each
and all of them.  He also told the waitress to immediately bring the teapot and
three more cups.  He missed his evening tea lately, and had begun drinking
coffee since arriving in America.  He liked the stuff, but a spot of tea would
taste good for a change, and Olivia and Maria agreed, though Maria offered
information on the benefits of ‘sun tea’, which they made a lot of in the
southwest, but mainly in Mexico.  Without being asked, she began explaining to
Lulu how to make the cooling drink.  By the time she’d finished with the
lengthy recipe, she then began to inform Lulu how to make enchiladas, tacos,
tortillas, green corn tamales, just about every kind of rice and bean dish that
was ever prepared in Mexico.  By the time she’d finished with explaining all
the tasty recipes from Mexico, their meal had arrived, and then between bites,
Maria continued to ‘entertain’ Lulu with how to make the full decorative skirts
that the latino ladies wore.  She explained exactly how many yards she would
need of yard goods, along with the measurements of each tier that would be
gathered and sewed together.


 


As Maria talked to Lulu, nonstop during the meal, keeping
all her attention, and smiling the whole time, Claude and Olivia kept up their
own conversation about their journey thus far, appearing not to even notice
that Maria was indeed keeping Lulu entertained.


 


When dessert, slices of delicious pecan pie, arrived,
Maria explained just how a variation of the same tasty treat is created in Mexico.  She recited the whole recipe, over again three times, to make sure that Lulu could
‘remember’ the exact ingredients.  Olivia had to bite her tongue several times,
to keep from laughing at the twinkle in Claude’s eyes.  Her uncle was enjoying
the lady’s discomfort.  She hadn’t realized that her normally kindhearted uncle
was so ornery, though she really needed to speak with Maria about her overly
enthusiastic treatment of their dinner guest.  Recipes!  Indeed!


 


The meal was finished, and Claude was the first to
stand, interrupting right in the middle of one of Maria’s recipes.  He smiled
down at Lulu, and said, “Now, if you will excuse us, my dear, I must escort
these two ladies to their rooms.  It has been a long trip, and I know they are
rather weary.”


 


Lulu started to bat her eyelashes in one last attempt,
but thought better of it, so she just said, “Oh, are you going to retire too,
Claude?  The evening is so young.”


 


“Maybe for you, I’m not sure how far you have traveled,
but we came all the way from New York.”  He said, as he assisted Olivia from
her chair, then Maria stood as well, though she was still attempting to tell
Lulu of yet another recipe, one for Spanish frijoles.


 


Lulu hesitated before standing, though Claude hadn’t
gone near her to give assistance.  Suddenly she realized what he had just
said.  “Did I hear you to say that you are from way up there in New York?”


 


“That’s where we have traveled from.”  He looked her
right in the eye.


 


“I thought……..I thought you had a ranch.  They don’t
have ranches in New York, do they?”


 


“Haven’t seen any.”  Claude stated a fact.  “I saw a
few farms there though.”  


 


“Oh.”  She looked sullen and uncomfortable.  “I thought
you were a rancher.”


 


“I own a small ranch somewhere, but that doesn’t make
me a rancher.  I never claimed to be one.  You must have heard me mention the
small ranch, while we were on the stagecoach.  I have never even seen the
place.”  He stated in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.  The fact that it was a
small place was just a little bit of a fib.  A stretch of the imagination.  
Claude knew it was a large working ranch, and Olivia innocently smiled at this
fact, as she had heard her uncle mention how huge the spread was many a time.      


 


Although Olivia was choking with repressed laughter,
she did feel a slight tinge of pity for the woman.  Maybe it had been love at
first sight.  Her uncle was a very handsome man.  Olivia didn’t for one moment
believe that though, but it was just a thought.   


 


Maria kept a straight face, as she turned to Lulu and
said, “If you need to learn any more about south-of-the-border cooking, just
call on me, Señora.  I would be so very pleased to assist you once more, in
learning this way of cooking delicious meals.  Your husband would be so very
pleased.  Oh, wait a moment; you aren’t married, are you not?”  Lulu did not
answer, so Maria continued,   “I cannot remember when I have enjoyed a meal so
much.  It was so nice seeing you again, and formally meeting you this time.” 
With that she turned, and carefully laid her hand on one of Claude’s arms, and
Olivia took the other.  They would protect Lord Beckford with their lives,
though that probably wouldn’t be necessary after tonight. 


 


Olivia waved an overly sweet goodbye to Lulu.  She was
secretly glad when Maria finally stopped talking, as the woman had more than
made her point.  Claude graciously bid the brazen Lulu a pleasant goodbye.  He
felt they probably would not be seeing her any time in the near future. 
Hopefully she would go on to greener pastures, though you never knew.  Some
people just never give up.  Time would tell.  Meanwhile Claude paid the
waitress for all four meals, giving her a very generous extra amount for her
good service, and he, along with Olivia and Maria, left the restaurant and
headed for the stairway.  They could feel the looks they were getting from Lulu
as they left.


 


Back in her room, after bidding Maria goodnight, and
informing her traveling companion, and assistant, that she had been just a bit
overly helpful during the meal, and they had both snickered at that thought,
and Maria had gone to her own room, to await her husband, Ricardo’s, return,
from his ‘night out’ with Logan, Olivia began reading the two missives from her
brother, Garth.  Her uncle had told her that he would talk to her about what
Garth had written in the morning. 






[bookmark: _Toc356213220]CHAPTER 9


 


It was after midnight when Ricardo tapped lightly on
the door of his and Maria’s hotel room, at the far end of the upstairs hallway,
after he had first made sure that no one had followed him.  Clad in her
nightgown, with a light shawl thrown over her shoulders, she opened the door,
then, after Ricardo had stepped inside, Maria immediately sniffed, then looked
him over very closely, before accepting his kiss.


 


“Why are you checking me over like that, my love?”  He
grinned, then, “You know that I would carry no woman’s essence other than
yours.  I was with Logan at the three saloons in town, and he will agree that I
was the picture of loyalty to my wife.  Now Logan, he is another story.  The señoritas
and señoras alike would not let him be.  He would literally charm the rouge
from their lips.  But I, no, I saved all of my many charms for you, my lovely
Maria.”


 


“Ha!” Maria laughed, “The charm, no?  It oozes from
the pores of your skin, like sweat.  There is no control over that.  But as
long as you come home to me, I suppose this evening was for a good cause.”  She
became serious then.  “Just what did keep you so long, my husband?  Did you and
Logan find out anything about Lord Beckford’s rancho, the Triple-B?”


 


“Your caballero husband just may be a working man, as
of mañana, so let us get some rest, as I will need to arise early, probably
pull Logan’s weak bones out of the proverbial sack also.  The poor gringo is
not used to the strong tequila, and no doubt will be feeling a bit poorly about
this time.”  He laughed heartily at that thought. 


 


After Ricardo had gone on ahead to the Coyote Springs
hotel, Logan made a believable showing of a drunken swagger, as he slowly made
his way across the darkened dirt road towards the picturesque two-story
building, with its various flowering pots of geraniums hugging the walkway
edges, along with red verbena plants and yellow African daisies fighting for
growing space throughout the small yard.  


 


The spreading branches of a nearby mesquite tree threw
a dark moonlit shadow across the entrance, as Logan opened the door, then
entered the hotel lobby.  Seeing that the desk clerk was not on duty at that
time, Logan quickly ascended the stairs, taking two at a time, then checked the
upstairs hallway, and tapped lightly on Lord Beckford’s door, which was the
next room just past his own.  


 


“It’s me….Logan.  Claude, are you still up?”  He said,
in a low voice, after being asked who it was at the door.  Then when the door
was opened, Logan stepped into the small room, then, shutting the door, he
nodded at the older Englishman.


 


“I waited up for you, Logan, as I had told you I
would.”  Lord Beckford clasped Logan’s hand, motioned him to take a seat on the
upholstered chair next to a small round table, and asked, “Did you find out
anything useful to us?”


 


Logan grinned,
“Ricardo and I just may be hired on as hands at the Triple-B in the morning. 
That is, if I can sober up in time to ride out there.”


 


“Well, you must have put on quite a show then.” 
Claude chuckled quietly, then raised an eyebrow, “Sober up?  You?  Well, that
was the game you played, right young chap?”  At Logan’s nod, he continued with
his questions, “Just who did you and Ricardo run into in those saloons
tonight?” 


 


Logan muffled a yawn,
as he leaned back in the high-backed chair before answering.  “Sorry about
that, Claude, it’s been a long day……..and night.  That stuff that Ricardo
drinks like it was water, well, that goes a long ways.  Tequila…… though you
have probably never heard of it.  Let me warn you now, if you are ever offered
a snifter of it……don’t take it.”


 


Lord Beckford chuckled at Logan’s statement, then, “Well? 
Was it worth it?”


 


“Ricardo and I ended up in a dive called ‘Hank’s Red
Eye Saloon’.  Of course we pretended to have just met as we stood at the bar. 
I bought him a drink, and then he procured a bottle.  We ended up sitting at a
table near a group of fellas who were playin’ cards.  I acted like I’d been
drinkin’ a lot, but after a few swigs of that strong stuff Ricardo swears by, I
really did feel a buzz coming on.  Not so much though as I put on.”  Logan stifled another yawn, and Beckford told him, “Maybe you should turn in for the night
  Logan, my boy.  Can’t handle the stuff any more, can you?”  He had seen that
the young man was having trouble staying awake.


 


“No, sorry.  I haven’t had a drink of alcohol for over
eight years, and over at Hank’s place, it had gotten to the point that I almost
didn’t have to pretend any more.”  Logan laughed.  “I don’t believe I’ll be a
steady customer of Hank’s, that’s for sure.  I do need to finish telling you
what we learned tonight though.  Ricardo and me, well, we, as I said, were
sitting near a table where the ‘ramrod’ of the outfit, the foreman that is, and
three of the hands were sitting, engaged in a friendly game of cards.  The
spread they work for is the ‘Triple-B’.  Sound familiar?”


 


At Claude’s interested nod, Logan continued, “The
foreman’s name is Jinx Holderman, and I wouldn’t bet on his being the
‘straightest’ pretzel in the jar.  In other words, he doesn’t appear to be that
upstanding of a citizen.  Tough hombre, and mean looking.  He didn’t bother to
introduce the other three men, but my bet is that they’re just honest hands
anyway.  The ranch needs a few extra hands for roundup soon.  There’s also some
mustangs that need to be broke to the saddle.  It’s been a long time since I’ve
done that kind of ridin’ but this must be my lucky week, as we told Holderman
that we’d be there in the morning.”


 


Lord Beckford was thoughtful a moment, then said, “Be
careful Logan, and tell Ricardo the same for him too.  No holding of mine would
be worth the loss of either one of you boys.”  At Logan’s nod, he continued,
“Anyway, try to get back here in a few days.  You shouldn’t need more than two
or three days at the most, to find out what we need to know.  The main thing is
to find out if there is someone on the property who is pretending to be the
owner, and if they are living in the house, which is supposed to be kept up by
a housekeeper only.   I’ll know what to do about the situation as soon as you
two report back to me.  It could be that they have quite a little scheme going
here, and never dreamed that I would travel all the way from England to view my property.  The attorney has been sending me monthly reports, but they
could have two sets of records too.  He has never mentioned anything about any
cattle sales either.   I didn’t think to bring my deed with, as it’s locked up
in a safe back in London.  Didn’t think I’d need it, and it would take weeks to
have it sent here.”  


 


He put his hand on Logan’s shoulder, and then
continued, “You get some rest, young man.  And as I have said, I’ll stay here
with my niece and Maria until you and Ricardo return.  Make up some kind of an
excuse as to why you aren’t staying on, but get back here.  Oh, and don’t break
your fool neck while riding those mustangs.”  


 


Logan chuckled, then
stood and walked to the door.  Stifling another yawn, he turned and said, “You
know, Claude, if things get a little difficult, we can notify the law about
what’s going on.  Only if necessary though.”


 


“Yes, well, this is a nice attractive little town, on
the outside anyway, but it remains to be seen as to what is going on inside. 
The fewer folks who know who we are, the better for now.  Although Garth did
mention in his last wire that we should send a letter to the Texas Rangers’
office in Austin.  Only if we need them though.”


 


“Yes,” Logan offered, “I’m inclined to agree with your
nephew.  But we’ll know more in a few days.  I have a good friend who’s a
ranger, though I haven’t been in touch with him for quite a few years.  Not
sure if he still wears a badge, or not.  If you do notify the Texas Rangers,
though, you will need some kind of proof of your accusations too.”  Logan stepped into the hallway, then spoke quietly, “Well, goodnight, sir.”


 


“Night, Logan.  And good luck.”


 


Logan was more than
ready to turn in for the night.  Though when he had stepped into the hallway,
he had noticed the light shining under Olivia’s door, which was next to her
uncle’s, and wondered if she had heard him talking to Claude.  He didn’t know
how thin the walls were.  Well, he’d missed seeing her at dinner, but then
neither he nor Ricardo were supposed to be acquainted with anyone in this town,
they needed to take care, for awhile anyway.  Olivia was a beautiful woman, and
he thought about her a lot, even dreamed of her sometimes.  But then as he had
told himself many a time, she lived in England.  He was an American.  They were
worlds apart.  What would he have to offer her?  Nothing, but a dream of owning
his own ranch someday.  Someday?  When would that be?  It seemed that lately
when he thought of his future, Olivia was always a part of those thoughts.  He
knew it was only a dream, but sometimes dreams help a man get by.    


 


Maybe at some point in the future, he would get to
return to Wyoming.  Home!  So far, it had been a long journey.  He’d get back
there yet.  He thought to himself, “Damn, though I’ll miss these folks when
they return to England.”  Then he glanced towards Olivia’s door again, before
walking back to his room.


 


<><><> 


 


Tired as he was, Logan had trouble sleeping that
night, and at daybreak he and Ricardo were at once in the saddle, heading out
of the picturesque town of Coyote Springs.  Only a few folks were outside, an
older man busy sweeping the wood plank porch in front of his hardware store,
and a buckboard drawn by a couple of mules was slowly creaking down the main
street, a farmer, wearing a battered straw hat, and  driving the wagon, 
appeared to be dozing,  not in any hurry to stop anywhere.  


 


The first rays of the morning sun had just risen over
the eastern hills, and Logan spoke to Ricardo, as they left the town behind. 
“Guess I should have had at least a cup of strong coffee before we left, but I
didn’t want to take the time.”


 


“Ah, amigo, I have about a fourth of a bottle of my
tequila in the saddlebags that might wake you up.”  Ricardo snickered at his
own joke.


 


Logan retorted, “Very
funny.  But I don’t believe I’ll even answer that one.  You know, all those
years in captivity, all I dreamed about was being back in the saddle.  I can’t
believe I’m actually living that dream now.  I sure owe Lord Beckford and his
niece, and don’t believe I will ever be able to repay either one of them”


 


“Si, amigo.  I understand.  Speaking of Claude’s
niece.  She is one lovely lady, is she not?”


 


“I’ve noticed.”  Logan muttered.


 


“Well?”  Ricardo pushed the point.


 


“Enough, my Spaniard friend.  She is not for me.”  


 


Ricardo laughed, “Just a thought, amigo, just a
thought.  But I have seen you eyeing the señorita a time or two.  I won’t say
more.”


 


Logan was riding tall in
the saddle on his roan horse that had the four white stockings, and Ricardo
rode his sturdy two-year old pinto, as they now followed the narrow trail to
the south and west.  They’d been told that the Triple-B was about an hour’s
steady ride from town.  The air was crisp and cool as they rode at a steady
pace, and the horses were fresh and eager to take to the trail, after a good
rest at the local stables, with plenty of oats to satisfy their hunger.  Logan
and Ricardo had insisted on good treatment for the horses.


 


“How’s the head, mi amigo?”  Ricardo joked.  “I should
think that a night on the town, after so many ‘dry’ years, would cause you
unending pain.”


 


“Actually, my sadistic friend, sorry to disappoint
you, but my head doesn’t hurt nearly as much as I would have expected.”  Logan lied, and he really hadn’t slept well either, but he would never admit it to his
friend.  He needed that cup of hot coffee, and realized that he should at least
have stopped for one cup.  He hoped they had a pot on at the ranch.  


 


Logan looked over at
Ricardo, and said, “If you’ll remember, you yourself are the one who swallowed
most of that bottle last night.”


 


Ricardo just shrugged, “Si, and it did not bother me
in the least……though my Maria, she doesn’t like me so much now.  But my lovely
wife will miss me so much while I am gone these few days, that she will welcome
me with open arms when I return to her.”  Ricardo’s expression turned serious
then, as he changed the subject.  “What do you suppose we will run across at
this rancho?”


 


Logan thought a
moment, then said, “First, before I make any guesses, we need to check out the
layout and then, like the ramrod said, we break a few mustangs, or our necks,
whichever comes first.”


 


Ricardo laughed, “Ha, Señor Logan, it has been many a
year since I have tangled with the wild ones, as it has been for you also,
though I am sure that we will give it our best.”  He sighed, then breathed
deeply of the cool morning air, as they rode further, now entering the
foothills, of scrub oak, small pines and wildflowers scattered throughout the
area.  


 


Logan gazed off into
the distance, “It’s a beautiful land.”  He said, “Magnificent.  Lots of good
grazing around here.”


 


“Si, the longhorns seem fat, lazy and contented, from
what I can see from here.”


 


“According to directions, we must be on Lord
Beckford’s range right now.  It’s a big spread, and covers many square miles.” 
  Logan offered.  


 


The two rode quietly for awhile, enjoying a brisk,
cool breeze, which was now softly blowing from the pine-studded mountain range,
and the horses began a slow, but steady climb to the majestic forest.  After
about an hour’s ride, the trail wove through an ever thickening grove, heavily
overgrown with the tall sweet-smelling pines, then after rounding a bend in the
trail, the forest opened up to present a huge verdant valley, breathtaking in
it’s view.


 


The two men pulled up on the reins, then slowly
scanned the wondrous scene below.  Numerous buildings came to view, with smoke
pouring from various chimneys, as cook stoves were being tended for morning
meals.  This was truly a working ranch, and from all appearances, an extremely
wealthy one.


 


“Would you look at that, mi amigo?”  Stated Ricardo,
as he took off his tall sombrero, and slapped it against his thigh, then
slammed it back on his head.  “There must be at least a dozen buildings on the place
and each one the size of a mountain.”


 


Logan answered slowly,
“Makes my pa’s horse ranch look like a chicken coop.  And Pa’s spread is
large.”


 


“Señor Beckford has no idea, mi amigo, no idea at
all.”  This is mucho wealthy spread, no?  This rancho looks more like a small
town, than a rancho.  The buildings, they are magnificent.  Then see the
hacienda, over there to your left, apart from the other buildings.  It would be
fit for royalty, no?”  


 


“I’m more than impressed, Ricardo.  This is much more
than our friend, Claude, has expected.  What a wondrous place.”  Logan paused, then added; “Now let’s head on in, and see what we can find out.  Just be
extra cautious.  We don’t know just who to trust once we hire on there.”


 


“Si.  Let’s just hope the chow’s good.  My stomach
tells me, it’s long past chow time.”


 


Logan touched his
heels to his horse’s sides, then Ricardo followed.  They began a gradual
descent to the wide picturesque valley below, and to whatever game awaited them
at the ‘triple-B ranch’.  


 


As they slowly rode into the huge ranch yard, Logan assumed a devil-may-care attitude, and he casually scanned the surrounding area. 
Ricardo only shrugged his shoulders, as he took on the attitude of just a trail
hand looking to hire out for a working man’s wage.  Though a few heads turned,
and nodded as they rode in, most of the attention was on what was happening
inside the corral.  


 


The entertainment, at the moment, was centered on the
young rednecked bronc buster who had just climbed onto the back of a
not-so-broke-yet black stallion mustang.  The wiry young cowhand, with the
thick wavy blonde hair, had just lost his black Stetson to the dusty ground,
and was having a rough time staying in the saddle.  He was determined to ride
that bronc though and gave his best effort, or so it seemed.  


 


Well, that black mustang just rolled his bloodshot
eyes, and leaped straight up with all four feet suspended in midair, humping
his sweaty back at the same time, and trying his best to do a sideways
cartwheel, sending the young ambitious cowboy flying through the air, and
landing with a thud in an ungraceful manner onto his Levi-clad backside.  He
quickly rolled over and grabbed his battered Stetson from the dust, and
hightailed it for the nearest rail fence, with the maddened black bundle of
horseflesh following after, nipping at his shirt with strong white teeth, lips
curled back in a threatening manner.


 


“Hey, what’sa matter, Smokey, you let that tame little
mustang get the best of you?”  One of the onlookers called out as he helped
‘Smokey’ escape over the fence, and from the aggressive teeth of the black
stallion.


 


“Dang it, Rusty, that’s my third attempt on that wild
stallion.  Thought sure I’d have ‘em tamed this time.  He’ll sure make one hell
of a cow pony, once he gets broke, but he’s sure a determined devil.  Maybe you
can try ‘im later, I’m all in for now.”


 


Rusty, the older red-haired cowhand said, “Let it go
for a while, Smoke, it’s chow time anyhow, an’ we may not get fed if we don’t
head over there now.  We’re supposed to ride fence today, remember?”


 


Smokey looked back over the corral fence, as the black
stallion trotted around possibly searching for an escape route.  Then the
blonde-haired cowboy slapped his black hat onto his full head of wavy blonde
hair, and chuckled as he followed the older man across the ranch yard.  


 


Logan and Ricardo had been sitting on their horses,
quietly watching the display.  Then noticing that most of the onlookers near
the corral fence had left and were ambling on towards what was obviously the
‘chow’ hall as that was where the aroma of coffee and frying bacon was coming
from, they dismounted and began leading their horses towards that building.  


 


They’d decided to ask someone where the ramrod of the
place was, when the boss himself stepped out from the doorway of the large
building, obviously having just eaten, and was carrying a cup of coffee in his
hand.  


 


“Howdy.” Logan spoke, as he recognized the cold, hard
countenance of Jinx Holderman, the foreman of the ‘Triple B’.


 


Obviously no formalities were required for Mr.
‘Full-of-himself’, as Holderman spoke quickly and abruptly, in just about the
meanest tone of voice they’d ever heard.  “If you haven’t had breakfast, chow’s
in that building.”  He pointed behind him, as he growled, “I expected you two
hands earlier than this.  Thought you needed work.  I’ve no time to show you
around now.  Go fill your stomachs, then head on over to the stable and  report
to Chester Burns.  He’ll show you where to stow your gear at the bunkhouse,
then put you to work.  If you don’t like to work, you can leave now.”  Without
waiting for a response from either one of them, he turned gruffly and stalked
away, headed for the large two-story mansion, entered the walled-in courtyard,
then walked toward the large heavy carved door of the entrance.  


 


Logan watched his
retreat, and Ricardo said, “That hombre, he has about as much personality as a
soaking wet panther on the prowl.”


 


“Yeah.”  Logan drawled, “It appears that our ramrod is
one busy man.”


 


“Si, mi amigo.”  Ricardo answered, “A mucho busy
hombre, though I can think of many more colorful names for the señor, only in Spanish
would I say them though.”


 


Logan chuckled, “I’m
sure you could, my friend, though I do speak and understand Spanish
fluently…….just thought I should let you in on that bit of information.  So
feel free any time you want to use some of that colorful language in describing
our boss man.  Just make sure he isn’t within hearing distance, at least until
we find out what we want to know, then, by all means, be my guest.”  


 


Ricardo stared at Logan, and scratched his head, as he
grinned knowingly, then slapped the huge sombrero back onto his head as they
headed over to the chow building to eat.


 


As they walked, Logan grinned and said, “The man
really is full of his own importance, isn’t he?”  He slapped Ricardo on the
shoulder, and continued, “Well, the bigger the donkey, the louder it brays.  Let’s
go eat.”


 


As they stepped through the doorway of the building,
where numerous tables were set up, with long benches at each side, they
immediately noticed the two hands, who had been riding the stagecoach, had just
finished eating and were headed for the doorway.


 


The two seemed sincere in their greeting, and shook
hands.  The older man, Bart McCain, said, “Say, it’s good to see you two.  I
hope this means that you’ve hired on.”


 


Logan nodded, as
Ricardo said, “Si.  Hope the chow’s as good as it smells.”  Then he headed over
to the nearest table, and took a seat on one of the long benches.  Logan remained for a few moments more to talk to Bart, as the other man, Cougar Olson,
nodded and picked up his hat off a hook by the door, and stepped outside.


 


“Well, I heard this place was hiring so decided to
head out this way.  Always ready to pick up a little extra pay and investigate
new surroundings at the same time.”  Logan slowly drawled, in an offhand
manner.


 


“You couldn’t have chosen a better outfit. 
Least…….the chow’s good, an’ the pay’s even better.”  Bart said.  


 


Logan, taking on an
offhand attitude, said, “Say, that foreman, Holderman…, he seems a bit abrupt. 
Is he a hard one to work for?”


 


“Jinx?  Nah, he’s okay.  Well, that is, once you get
to know him.”  Bart stopped, and then added, “He just expects a day’s work for
a day’s pay, no more’n any other place would expect.  Only stay loyal to the
brand is all.  That’s all the owner wants too.”


 


“That a fact?”  Logan raised his eyebrows, took off
his Stetson, and hung it on the nearest hook by the door, then combed his
fingers through his thick black wavy hair, and continued on, “I can surely do
that.  Absolutely.  I’ll be sure to be as loyal to the ‘owner’ of this spread
as can be.  They can surely count on that.”  Logan grinned, and added, “I’m
sure I can speak for my new friend, Ricardo, as well.  Well, nice to see you
again, pard.”


 


“Same here.”  Bart said, then stepped out through the
door, stood on the porch breathing in the cool mountain air for a moment, then
turned and stared back towards the doorway with a puzzled expression.  Shaking
his graying head, he then ambled on towards the stable to saddle his bronc. 
Cougar Olson was already saddled up and ready to ride, but waited for his friend. 
They then headed out towards the north range to check on the herd.  


 


Logan seated himself
across from Ricardo, reached over for a cup, and the pot of coffee, and saw
that it was strong and black, with a touch of alkali in it.  Just the way he
liked it.


 


Ricardo put on his most impressive thick Spanish
accent.  “I heard what was said, amigo.”  With emphasis he slowly added, “We
most certainly will be loyal to the owner of this fine spread.  Mucho loyal,
no?”  The breakfast was good and they ate their fill.  


 


<><><> 


 


Chester Burns, right hand man to the foreman, was a
careful man.  A no-nonsense serious westerner, who didn’t smile, probably never
had, and after showing the two newest hands where to stash their gear in the
bunkhouse, and assigning bunks, he motioned them to follow him to the stable
and began introducing them to about a dozen of the wildest appearing mustangs
they’d ever seen.  


 


“You two boys can spend the next two days working
together, taming down as many of them ornery cusses, as you can.  Keep tryin’
that mean black stallion over there, though some say it can’t be done.  He’s
put two of our wranglers to bed with sprains awhile back.  If he cain’t be
broke soon, we’ll just shoot ‘im.  The boss, the foreman, Jinx, that is, wants
to shoot ‘im, but the owner, that’s Woody Perkins, now he’d just as soon have
‘im broke.  See what you can do.  The rest of them shouldn’t be too much
trouble.”


 


That black stallion stood proud and erect in his
stall, rolling his bloodshot eyes toward the two newcomers, and just seemed to
be thinking up what forms of torture he could conjure up, to test the latest in
a series of broncobusters, who had attempted to ride him.  He stomped his feet
and let out a loud snort of protest.    


 


Logan eyed the
powerful animal, then turned toward Chester, and said, “Thanks for showing us
around.  We’ll see about taming down the big black for the owner.  You said his
name’s Woody?  Not the horse, I mean, the owner?”


 


Chester looked
at Logan to see if he was serious, but decided by Logan’s honest and blank
expression that he was.”  


 


“The owner of this spread is Woody Perkins, but he
prefers to be called Mr. Perkins, by the hired help.  Don’t forget it.”  With
that Chester walked away.  That’s all they would get from him.  He’d left them
to their work.


 


“Si, Señor, we will remember to address his royalty in
such a respectful manner.  Si.”  Ricardo called after Chester, but received no
answer.”


 


“I’ll give the black a workout first, amigo.”  Ricardo
turned to Logan, and began unbuckling his gun belt, then handed it to his
friend for safe keeping.”


 


“No, no, Ricardo, I need the practice.  Let me go
first.”  Logan argued.


 


“It has been decided already, amigo.  I will admit to
being over forty, but these old bones haven’t been put to pasture yet.  Besides
I will only wear out the devil for you.  Then you may take over, and have the
glory.  Hold him down while I put the saddle on.”


 


The black attempted to shift sideways, as Logan held on, and Ricardo finally managed to saddle up and then tighten the cinch.  The
stallion didn’t like the weight of the saddle on his back at all, and protested
with a loud whinny and a hard stomping of his right front foot, and just as
Ricardo attempted to step his left booted foot into the stirrup, and raise himself
up onto the saddle, it was like a small volcano erupted.  The stallion gnashed
his teeth, snorted like a dragon, and then reared up prancing around on his two
hind legs.


 


Logan was unprepared
to step back out of the way, and almost lost his balance, as he was lifted into
the air holding on to the horse’s head, then he turned and jumped out of the
way of those heavy iron-shod hooves, as they frantically pawed the air in
violent protest.  Ricardo was unseated, before he’d even finished mounting.


 


“Why you ornery devil!”  Logan shouted, as he once
again grabbed the reins, and tried to hold down the now prancing steed.  


 


Ricardo picked himself up from the dirt, and after
another failed attempt to mount, finally the third try was successful.  He took
the reins from Logan, and literally threw himself into the saddle.  


 


That devil horse stood stock still, his heavy sides
vibrating with fear at the unexpected extra weight on his back.  He stood
motionless for several seconds, blowing and snorting, then the bucking began
once more, and it was a fight between man and beast, as Ricardo managed to stay
in the saddle for all of one minute before he hit the dirt, then just barely
managed to roll out of the way, as that devil black horse, teeth bared, raced
towards him.


 


Logan ran and grabbed
the reins, then held on, not giving him time to start with the bucking again. 
He leaped up into the saddle, and hollered loudly.  “You wild hombre, let’s see
you shake me off.  If you were mine, I’d name you Lucifer, ‘cause that’s what
you are.  You’re gonna be a tame devil ‘afore I’m done with the likes of you.” 
And Logan gave a loud ‘Yahoo!’, as he held on tight with he knees, and managed
to keep his seat midst all the wild efforts of the sweating muscular beast.  


 


All the bucking, snorting, and attempted cartwheels,
among other wild maneuvers the mustang gave, wouldn’t loosen the tight hold the
rugged cowhand had on the horse’s back, and even Logan was surprised that after
all those years at sea, he hadn’t forgotten a thing that his pa had taught him
on that horse ranch of his.  He’d broken many a wild bronc to the saddle, some
just as ornery and mean as this one, but that had been a long time ago, before
his gold-prospecting days.  He’d give this mustang credit though, he was game. 
A fighter, no less.  Strong-willed and proud.  Logan admired that in a horse.  


 


He moved with the animal, judging his every tactic,
and when the black mustang had finally worn himself out and stopped the
bucking, he began running all around the corral with Logan still mounted and
holding.


 


Suddenly the black raced over and leaped at the corral
fence, knocking off the top rail in the process, and at that time Logan
realized they’d drawn quite an audience, as several cowhands jumped down from
the rail, and ran to get out of the way, just before the mustang flew over, and
took off running across the ranch yard, then out to the green valley, racing
through the tall grass.


 


Logan just gave that
horse his head, and let him run.  He hadn’t had that much fun in years, but
knew that every muscle in his body would ache for days to come.  However, what
better way to get to meet the supposed owner of this spread, than by taming
this devil mustang.


 


By the time he took charge of the reins, and turned
the horse around, heading for the corral, he knew that at least he and the
animal now understood each other, and he looked forward to working with him for
the few days he would be there at the ranch.  


 


As he rode up to the corral, Ricardo came running up
and said, “See, amigo!  Didn’t I tell you that I would wear him down for you?” 
He was grinning ear to ear, showing white even teeth.  


 


Logan chuckled, and
patted the sweating, heaving sides of the black horse, and looking at Ricardo,
said, “Gracias amigo.  That you did.”


 


A very sultry feminine voice broke in, “Okay, cowboy,
so you showed off a bit.  Big deal.  Now my daddy will give you a pat on the
rear and maybe invite you to supper.”


 


Logan and Ricardo both turned towards the voice, and
glimpsed the young lady who leaned lazily against the corral fence.  


 


“How do, ma’am.”  Logan touched the brim of his hat
that he had managed to keep on during the wild ride.  “And just who may your
daddy be, may I ask.”


 


“Why, anyone with half a brain knows my daddy owns
this whole part of the country.  My name’s Trudy.  Trudy Perkins, that is. 
Ring a bell?”  She continued to slouch against the fence in a very unladylike
manner, though no one could complain about the lady’s looks, as she definitely
was feminine, and young as she was, she was apparently all woman.  Wearing a
turquoise riding skirt, that hugged softly rounded hips, and a tight white
shirt that, hiding nothing, molded to her soft feminine curves, gorgeous would
be a mild description of the owner’s daughter, and obviously she well knew it. 



 


Her hair was auburn and thick, hanging down her back
in soft glossy waves, her eyes a glittering green shaped like cat eyes, with
thick lashes, her lips full and pink, and very pouty.  She now brazenly looked Logan up and down and, raising one eyebrow, asked.  “What else can you do, cowboy?”


 


Ricardo was amused, and looking at Logan, he said,
“See how you can untangle yourself from this wild one, amigo.”


 


Logan just stared
blank-faced at the obviously out-of-hand daughter of the supposed owner of the
spread, then slowly drawled, “Well, ma’am, it’s like this.  I definitely would
like to meet that ‘daddy’ of yours sometime, but I’ve a feeling that he
wouldn’t like too much uninvited attention towards his daughter by one of the
‘hired help’.  So let’s just say, it was nice meeting you, and just let ‘what
else I can do’ go for now.”


 


He smelled the cigar smoke just before the very loud
voice of Jinx Holderman blasted the air next to him, to his left, “Good
decision there cowboy.  I wouldn’t like having to let you go so quick after the
display you put on with that black stallion.”  Then he addressed Trudy
pointedly.  “Miss Perkins, I believe your father is calling you.”


 


“Is that so, Jinx?”  She smirked.  “When I decide to
let you boss me around, I’ll certainly let you know.”  Glaring at him, she then
winked at Logan just before she threw back at Jinx, “Tell my daddy that I went
for a ride, boss man.”  And she sauntered off towards the stable, but not
before casting one last glance towards Logan as she purred, “Nice meeting you,
cowboy, and be assured that we’ll meet again……..soon.”  Then she winked at
Ricardo as she walked away.  


 


Jinx, flustered and obviously irritated by Miss
Perkins’ attitude towards him, motioned to Logan, “Well now, you boys aren’t
hired out here to socialize with the womenfolk on this spread, so let’s get
back to workin’.”  He then nodded towards Logan, after a slight hesitation, and
added, “By the way, nice riding.  The boss’ll be pleased.”  Logan was sure that
last statement was grudgingly given.






[bookmark: _Toc356213221]CHAPTER 10


 


The rest of the morning was spent working several of
the mustangs, a little pinto mare was the easiest, and had a good disposition,
and for some reason Logan began thinking about Olivia, and how she would love this
little mare for her own.  Well, just maybe?


 


Most of the horses took a little work, but would make
some good saddle mounts, once they had been worked with for awhile.  By lunch
time Logan and Ricardo were more than ready to take a well-earned break, and
they headed for the water pump in the center of the yard, and washed up, then
headed over for lunch.


 


There were only a few hands having the noon meal, and
Logan figured that most were probably out on the range checking cattle, and
possibly moving some to a different grazing pasture; roundup would begin soon,
and those beeves needed to be kept fat and healthy.  So many pounds would be
lost anyway during the long drive to the rail yards.  


 


Logan was
already thinking of Claude’s profit from the next drive, and figured it would
be a good one, although Lord Beckford had assured him that he didn’t even need
the income from the ranch, but it also was a part of Olivia’s inheritance, and Logan was determined to protect their interests at all costs.


 


The other hands had just finished up eating and before
long Logan and Ricardo were the only ones left in the room eating.  The door
opened and Chester walked in with another new hand.  He introduced him as Butch
Hogan, to the cook, Hank, and told Hank that he’d just hired on, and to feed
him, as the man had just come in off the trail, and being as they needed
another hand to help with the coming roundup, that he’d hired him on.  


 


He told the newest employee, a tough appearing man,
bearded and carrying a tied down holster with a .45 on his right hip, probably
in his mid forties, to report to him after eating, and he would have one of the
other men show him to the north range, where the work was being started.  Chester left the building, leaving Butch Hogan to his meal.  Butch nodded to Logan and
Ricardo, then began pouring his coffee as Hank dished up another plate full of
beef, potatoes and gravy, with biscuits on the side.  


 


Logan looked at Butch,
and said, “So your handle’s Butch Hogan?  Mine’s Logan Wakefield, and this here
sidekick is Ricardo Cortez.”


 


Butch grinned, then answered after swigging a mouthful
of hot, black coffee.  “You got it right, son.  Name’s Butch Hogan.  Now you
just call me Butch or Hogan, an’ I’ll answer to either.”  He nodded towards
Ricardo, and was acknowledged in turn.  Instinct told Ricardo that something
was going on between the two men, though he kept his silence.  


 


Logan grinned, then said,
“Nice to have you join us…..uh…Hogan.”


 


Logan thought to
himself, “Well, I guess the Texas Rangers got my cable after all.  So my friend
Jake Welby is still going strong after all these years.  I’d have recognized
that son-of-a-gun behind that bushy beard anywhere.  So he’s going by the name
of Butch Hogan now.  His real name must be well known then.”  Logan couldn’t
wait to see Jake Welby alone, and discuss the situation with him.  Maybe
sometime after dark tonight, though neither man let on that they knew each
other.  He’d have to inform Ricardo when they were alone, and could talk.


 


The cook, whose name was Hank Chavez, knew his way
around a cookstove, as the meal was well-prepared, and Hank was a pleasant
enough fellow to be around, seeming to be lonely for conversation with other
men.  He was in a talkative mood, or maybe he was always friendly, but as the
men ate, Logan casually threw a question or two the cook’s way.  Chavez
obviously had just been waiting for just such an opportunity to begin a
long-winded one-sided conversation, with himself as the center of attention.


 


He seemed to like conversing, as long as he was the
one doing the talking, so Logan and Ricardo, along with the newest ‘hired
hand’, were more than willing to listen as he rattled on.  Logan had merely
asked him how long he’d been a cook at the ‘Triple-B’, and it was like opening up
the flood gates, as the words just began tumbling out.


 


“Well now,” Hank began, seeming to think for a moment,
then, “seems I been here just about twenty-five years, or more, prob’ly more. 
The place wasn’t much when I first hired out, no sir.  That Beckford, the
original owner, Sam Beckford that is, he was a workin’ cuss, built up this
place from practically nuthin’.  We hit it off right from the first, workin’
well together.  He had just bought the place fer a small piddlin’, then added
on more acres as the years went on, an’ hired more an’ more hands as the spread
grew in size, then when he gets it all built up nice and powerful, he just up
an’ dies.  Shame, it was.  He was sure a prince of a fella.  Now that was
more’n ten years ago.”


 


He paused and took a deep breath, took down a mug from
the shelf behind his work bench, poured himself a cup of the strong coffee,
then began again, just as Logan was about to ask another question, but Hank was
already talking again.  He had the attention of the men, and was not about to
give up a place in front of his small audience.  


 


“Now then, where was I, let me see, oh yeah, it seems
there was some kind of a will leavin’ this place to some distant cousin of
sorts, but the cousin lived over in some other country, and just didn’t want to
bother with the place, so he just up an’ put it up fer sale.  It sold to the
first offer to come around, an’ that of course was Mr. Woody Perkins, who
didn’t have much money to plunk down in the first place, as his ranch, up the
road a piece, was just a small place, with a run-down shack on it, an’ then he
got this place fer practical nothin’.  A dad-blamed steal, it was.  


 


“That attorney in Coyote Springs handled the sale,
wrote up the papers an’ all, gettin’ the papers signed an’ such.  Name’s
Clayborne Phillips, nice enough gent.  Some say he’s a good attorney, but a bit
snooty to suit my taste.  He’s been out visitin’ here a lot, sort of a friend
to the owner now, and seems intent on courtin’ Miss Trudy, though she has other
ideas on that.  She says he’s old as her pa.”  Hank let out a loud guffaw at
that statement, for emphasis.


 


“You meet the owner yet?  Mister Perkins, that is? 
His name’s Woody Perkins, though he likes us to call him Mister, makes him feel
good I guess.  Figures he’s come up in the world since gettin’ this place.  He
waren’t nothin’ afore that.”


 


Logan did manage to
get in a few words then, as Hank took a breath, then a swig from his coffee
mug.  “No,” Logan began, “we haven’t had the pleasure of meeting this Mister
Perkins as yet, though I do look forward to such an experience in the near
future.  We did meet the daughter.”


 


“Well now,” Hank joined, “don’t expect to meet with
him any time soon.  He don’t usually come around to chat with the hands, not
that he’s snooty, nuthin’ like that at all.  He’s got Holderman, an’ then Chester too, runnin’ things mostly.  I believe Mister Perkins has his hands full just with
keepin’ that daughter of his’n hand, not that he’s havin’ any success in that
area.  Spoiled ‘er too much.  


 


“She was just a little squirt when they come here, a
little ragamuffin then, guess she’s makin’ up for it now, but always has been a
little spitfire too, now she’s all growed up, an’ puttin’ on airs, buyin’ new
clothes all the time like some little rich gal.


 


“She’s eighteen now, an’ can’t seem to keep from
stirrin’ up trouble on a weekly basis.  Now Mister Perkins, her daddy, he don’t
take kindly to any of the hands being’ overly friendly to the gal. She seems to
enjoy causin’ the boys to get fired now an’ again.  It usually just takes a
little talkin’ to the men, along with a few threats, from big daddy, an’ then
they mostly leave ‘er alone.”


 


Logan just wished the
conversation would turn back to the supposed sale of the ranch.   He noted that
his friend, the Texas Ranger, Jake Welby, now known as Butch Hogan, seemed to
be taking his time eating and enjoying the meal, not paying much attention to
the conversation going on around him, though Logan knew him much better than
that, and figured him to be taking it all in.  


 


Years before, Jake had taken Logan with him on several
cases, and Logan knew him to be a good man, and an honest and thorough ranger,
a tough opponent to come up against, and Logan was always glad that they were
on the same side, when he’d been assisting him in his capture of a few
outlaws.  But that had been years ago, when Logan had been very young; he also
remembered how accurate Jake had been with that colt .45 he carried in his
holster.  It was a part of Jake, and had seen plenty of action through the years;
  Logan had no doubt of that.      


 


Logan had sent
a wire to him in care of the Ranger’s headquarters in Austin, using code words
that they had used many years before, and obviously Jake had read the message right
and possibly had been in the area already, because he’d gotten here quickly. 
The twinkle in those deep brown eyes told Logan that Jake was glad to see his
friend after all these years, and couldn’t wait to hear all details of the past
years.  


 


If there had been a sale of the ‘Triple-B’, and
apparently there had been, illegal though it would be, with probably forged signatures
on a bill of sale or deed, why has Lord Beckford been receiving monthly
statements from the attorney?  As a cover, no doubt.  What a nice little setup
they have going here.  All good things come to an end eventually.


 


Hank, unknowing that he was filling in the men on much
needed information, was still rattling on, now having returned to the subject
of the early years, when he’d first met Sam  Beckford, the original owner, and
distant cousin to Claude.


 


Just as Hank was telling once more about the early
years, Chester stepped through the doorway, saying, “Now isn’t this a nice
little get-together?  Wish we all had time to linger over mealtime like this,
and listen to the ramblings of an’ old fuddy-duddy.  You men won’t get paid
come payday, if you don’t hightail it back to work.”  With that he stomped back
outside.  Logan chuckled, finished his coffee, figuring Chester and Jinx
Holderman sure deserved each other, two of a kind.  Well maybe.  Then again
maybe not.  


 


As Logan followed Ricardo out the doorway, to return
to the stable, they heard the loud clatter of a buggy being driven at top
speed, then noted a shiny black coach pulling quickly up before the walled-in
courtyard of the mansion amid swirls of dust.  The overworked grey horse was
panting and shaking, but the man in the dark brown tweed suit ignored the tired
horse and jumping down from his seat, hurried through the gate of the
courtyard.


 


Holderman immediately exited a small building nearby,
which Logan had figured to be his office, along with a supply room attached at
the side.  The foreman hightailed it over to follow the man in the tweed suit
into the courtyard.  Holderman’s usual mean expression was still in place.  


 


“Something’s up.  Wonder what it is.”  Logan spoke to Ricardo.  Jake gave Logan a curious look that said a lot, as he then walked
away heading for the stables.


 


Ricardo then left to go back to work at the corral,
knowing his amigo would follow when he was good and ready.


 


Logan casually
sauntered over to the newly arrived carriage to then lead the over-heated gray
horse to the water trough.  He loved horses, and didn’t take kindly to they’re
being mistreated.  He waited while the horse drank his fill, hoping to hear
voices from the inside of the house, but hearing nothing, he figured the walls
were thick to keep the house cool in the heat of summer, and warm in the
winter.


 


As soon as the horse had finished drinking, Logan took
a hold of the halter, then led horse and carriage over to the cool shade of the
huge spreading branches of a mesquite tree, which was about twenty feet from
the two-story mansion.


 


He walked over to the stable for a bucket and rag, then
to the pump in the yard to work the handle filling up the bucket with cool
water, after which he returned to the horse.  Dipping the rag into the bucket,
he began the process of cooling down the horse’s sides and neck with the wet
rag, as good as possible, being as it was still harnessed to the buggy.


 


Holderman and the man in the tweed suit came walking
quickly over from the courtyard.  


 


“Say there, just what do you think you’re doing?”  The
man shouted, his wrinkled face reddening.


 


“Just tendin’ the horse here, sir.”  Logan drawled, as
he dropped the rag into the bucket.  He then straightened and looked the man in
the eye, adding, “If you’re to be headin’ out, with this animal in the
condition he was a minute or two ago, he’d never of made it down the road. 
You’d been stranded with a dead horse on your hands, mister, and no other
transportation around, unless you’re takin’ to hitchin’ your own self up to the
buggy, and pullin’ it the rest of the way to wherever you’re headin’.”


 


The irate man turned to Holderman demanding, “Just who
is this brash impertinent man?  One of your ranch hands?”  He shouted at
Holderman.


 


Well, Jinx Holderman doesn’t like being shouted at, he
usually does the shouting himself.  And also, mean as he usually was, he still didn’t
like mistreatment of horses either, so surprising Logan in his retort, he said,
“Now Claybourne, don’t get your dander up.  The man is just tending your
horse.  He does have a point you know.  You’ve never been one to go easy on
horses, and one of these days, you will be stranded with a dead one on the
trail.  Then what’re you going to do.?”


 


So this is that smart lawyer from town, Logan thought.  Well, he’s not so smart after all.


 


Holderman then motioned Logan away, dismissing him
altogether, as Mr. Lawyer Claybourne Phillips, jumped into the buggy, and
taking up the reins, turned the buggy around to speed off in the direction from
which he’d come.


 


Holderman stood there watching him leave, then taking
a puff from the cigar he’d had in his mouth, he threw it down in the dust, and
walked back towards the courtyard of the house.


 


Logan headed back to
work and wished he knew what was going on.






[bookmark: _Toc356213222]CHAPTER 11


 


The main street of Coyote Springs was one busy place. 
Supplies were being loaded into buckboards, boardwalks swept, flowers and other
plants watered, and ladies shopping at the mercantile, along with other shops
on the main street of the picturesque little town. The blacksmith was busy
making loud noises in his shop, while the hotel restaurant was serving late
lunches. Olivia and Maria had just exited that establishment after having had
lunch with Olivia’s uncle Claude, and were now headed across the dirt road to
do some shopping at the mercantile, then possibly check out some of the other
places.  


 


They entered the mercantile, walking directly towards
the counter.  Lulu spotted them immediately, and put on a smile of greeting,
hoping against hope that Maria wouldn’t recite another one of her recipes,
which she had been doing on her daily trips to the store, though maybe she would
mention where the older wealthy rancher, Olivia’s uncle, had been spending his
time.  She hadn’t seen him for a while. 


 


Lulu put on her most gracious business smile, “Hello
ladies.  What can I assist you with today?”  She began, as they approached the
counter.  


 


Olivia quickly answered, “I believe I’ll just look
around for a few minutes, if you don’t mind.  I’m not at all sure of what I
need yet.”


 


Lulu heaved a sigh of relief, only to be disappointed
by Maria’s sudden statement, “Señora, I just remembered a tasty recipe I
haven’t shared with you as yet.  I’ll recite it, and you can just write it
down, as my friend Olivia decides what it is she is looking for.”


 


As Lulu rolled her eyes, grabbed a pencil, and began
writing.  Maria began reciting yet another of her favorite recipes.  Olivia
walked back around the store, grinning to herself.  Even after the long lecture
she had given Maria, it hadn’t done a bit of good.  Her friend was enjoying too
much, the discomfort of the older brash red-haired lady, who had designs on
Olivia’s uncle Claude, and was now clerking in her sister’s mercantile.  


 


Olivia and Maria, hadn’t noticed, as they had crossed
the main street to the shops, the skulking figure of a man standing in the
shadow of a doorway watching the two women crossing the road.


 


Henry J. Adams, alias Henry Birch, had smiled grimly
to himself, as he watched Olivia.  “It won’t be much longer, my lovely
Olivia.”  He had murmured to himself.  “We were meant to be together, and it
will happen.  Have no doubt about it.  No matter how far you travel, I will
always be right there to receive you to, my heart.  I need you, and of course,
my traveling funds are dangerously low, so the time should be getting near to
our joining.  Be patient, my dear, it will be soon.”  


 


But of course, Olivia had no idea that Henry was
anywhere near, and was enjoying the afternoon with her friend Maria.  


 


Back in Lord Claude Beckford’s hotel room, across the
road, the older man had been gazing out of the small window as he held the lace
curtain aside, watching the hustle and bustle of what was going on in the
street below his second floor room.  As he noted Olivia and Maria walking to
the shops, weaving back and forth in between buckboards, horse-drawn carriages,
and men on horseback, his eyes caught the figure of a man dart into a doorway,
then as the ladies had entered the mercantile, the fellow reappeared, glancing
furtively down the road, then began walking down the boardwalk to the opposite
end of town.  


 


Claude was shocked.  There was no mistaking the
familiar walk, or the out of shape figure of Henry Adams.  Claude wished right
at that time, that Logan and Ricardo would return quickly from the Triple-B
ranch.  Didn’t they have enough problems with the ranch, without the added
peskiness of Mr. Henry Adams?  And just what was he up to anyway?  He should
know by now, that no matter what he did, Olivia would never have a thing to do
with him.  Was he that ignorant, or in his twisted little mind, did he really
feel that he still had a chance?  


 


Claude walked over to his valise, took out his new gun
belt, strapped it on, and then made sure that the colt six-gun was fully
loaded.  He would keep it at hand at all times now.  Glancing out the window
again, he noted that Henry was almost out of sight, though seeming to be headed
in the direction of the boarding house down the road.  Possibly that would be
where he was staying.


 


Claude turned away from the window, then heard the
loud rumble and screech of an approaching stagecoach.  He glanced out again,
just as the vehicle came to a stop amid swirls of dust, in front of the
hotel/stage stop.


 


Several local men ran from the board walkway to assist
passengers, then help in the unloading of valises, trunks, and other luggage
from atop the stage.  It seemed that the arrival of the stage into town drew
much attention.  Even Claude watched from his window on the second floor. He
wondered why little things like this now held his interest, when to be honest
he usually wouldn’t have given the occurrence a second thought.  After all,
Claude Beckford owned a whole fleet of cargo and passenger ships, along with
warehouses situated all over the various ports of the world. 


He shook his white head, and chuckled to himself, as
he thought of the flirtatious, red-haired Lulu, and her scheming ways.  If she
only knew.  But then Claude wasn’t the kind of wealthy man who wore diamond
stick-pins, rings, or fancy watches.  Not advertising his wealth, he was a
down-to-earth ordinary chap, though a very attractive older man,  who just so
happened to be a very wealthy man, and he had worked hard all of his years for
what he had, building up a small business to a very large world-wide industry. 



 


The woman, Lulu, probably thought he was indeed a
western rancher.  Claude could easily buy most ranchers out, ten-thousand times
over, and never blink an eye.  The amount wouldn’t even make a dent in his vast
holdings.  Well, maybe she could flirt with one of the locals.  Surely someone
would appreciate her efforts.  Although Claude ignored society groups of London, he thought it would be funny to thrust someone like Lulu into their midst.  He
chuckled again at that thought.  He had to admit that she was a very colorful
lady, to say the least, if he could use the term ‘lady’ so loosely.  


 


Well, Claude had had many a close call, along with
much experience in dodging the various techniques of scheming female fortune
hunters, though this lady was much more obvious and forward than most.  Her
track record at keeping husbands at hand wasn’t all that good either.  She must
have been quite hard to live with, to say the least.  


 


His nephew, Garth, would get a kick out of hearing the
story of Lulu.  He was sure that, given the chance, Olivia would inform Garth
of how she and Maria had to save her helpless uncle from the clutches of the
female ‘fatale’.  They were ready to literally lay down their lives for his
salvation.  Anyway, he had been avoiding the local mercantile, knowing she was
now clerking there, her sister being the owner. 


 


Speaking of his nephew, as Claude watched the
passengers leaving the stage, the first lady to be assisted down from the
vehicle, was a beautiful redhead, and Claude thought she looked a lot like
Bridgett, Garth’s wife.  


 


“Wait a minute, what the …………”  He breathed.  Then,
“Well what do you know?”  He watched closely as Garth himself, bushy auburn
beard, grinning from ear to ear, exited the rustic stagecoach. 


 


Lord Claude Beckford headed for the door of his room,
hurriedly walked to the stairway after locking the door, then grinning all the
way across the lobby and out the front hotel doorway and onto the boardwalk, he
happily welcomed Garth and Bridgett to the picturesque little town of Coyote
Springs, Texas, U.S.A.  


 


“By Jove, will you just look at what the gale blew in?” 
He began, as he slapped his nephew on the shoulder, then gave him a big bear
hug.  Bridgett got a hug and a kiss on the forehead.  


 


“Good to see you too, Uncle.”  Garth laughed, putting
his big muscular arm around his uncle’s shoulders.   


 


Claude just shook his white head of thick wavy hair,
and said, “How in bloody hell did you two manage to head out west?  Though you
are so welcome, more than you know at this point.  Just as soon as we get you
checked into a room, there is a lot to tell.”


 


Garth patted his massive abdomen, and said, “I believe
a good meal would be about the first thing that Bridgett and I would like to
order, Uncle.  The menus that were available during our journey here were not
in the best of taste, and I believe that at some stage stops, they just scraped
some of the sawdust off the floor and heated that.  I just hope the meals here
are better.”


 


Claude laughed, “A nourishing meal is just what you
will get, and yes, the food here at the hotel restaurant actually is better
than to be expected.  Now tell me just how you managed to get here so quick.  I
just received the cable you had sent right after we left, although the clerk at
the hotel desk had held it for me all this time, then almost forgot to give it
to me when we did arrive.”


 


“Actually Bridgett and I decided to leave right after
you did, and I sent you the first telegram upon hearing about Captain Devlin’s
arrest.  I had kept in touch with the authorities in New York, and then I sent
you another telegram from one of the stops along the way.  We left New York three days after your departure.”  Then Garth continued on a more serious note,
“My instincts are usually right, guess I take after you in that respect, Uncle
Claude, and visiting the ‘wild west’ part of this country just seemed the right
thing to do at the time.  Tell me if I was wrong, and also tell me why you are
still in town, and not at your ranch?”  


 


“That subject, my lad, shall wait until you two are
settled here, freshened up, and had a good meal.  The dining room here is quite
nice, and we can visit there while we have our after dinner coffee.”  At
Garth’s raised eyebrows, Claude laughed, “Oh yes, I drink coffee here in the
territories, actually more than tea now, although Olivia still prefers tea.”


 


Garth chuckled deeply, “Actually I prefer coffee also
now, got into the habit after hauling goods from some of those South American
countries, especially the flavors from Brazil.  Nothing like those.  I’ve heard
that the cowhands out here in the west like their coffee strong enough to sink
ships, just as long as those ships don’t belong to either one of us.”  Then he
looked around and asked, “By the way, where’s Olivia?”


 


“Now wouldn’t you just know that a lady would be
shopping on such a fine afternoon?”  Claude answered.


 


With a twinkle in his eye, the auburn bearded Garth
replied, “We are not talking about Olivia, now would we be?  Uncle Claude, my
sister would be the last person to be shopping, especially on such a hot dusty
day as this.  She is one of a kind, and not usually taken to shopping, though
if you say so, then I’ll just have to believe you, and although you may think
this is a fine day, I call it ‘bloody well hot’.”


 


Just then Bridgett leaned over and mentioned, “Isn’t
that your sister crossing the road right now, dear?”


 


Olivia and Maria had heard the noisy stagecoach roll
into town, and as some of the other customers had done, they had gone outside
to watch as the passengers exited the stage. 


 


That is, they had exited the mercantile after Maria
had finished reciting to Lulu, her favorite recipe for tortilla soup, topped
with crushed jalapeño peppers, amid Lulu’s animated protests that she had
enough recipes to last her for the duration of life on earth.  Olivia had made
a mental note to have another serious talk with her friend.


 


Once across the road, the two women were delighted to
see that Olivia’s brother and sister-in-law had arrived via the stagecoach. 
Getting situated on Claude’s ranch, the Triple-B would only be a matter of days
now, with Garth here.  Things would work out.  


 


<><><> 


 


It was the morning of their fourth day at the ranch,
and Logan and Ricardo had been working hard during their three full days,
though Logan still hadn’t met the ‘supposed’ owner of the spread.  Chester had informed them both the night before, that Holderman needed them out on the
range now.   Most of the mustangs on hand had been broke to the saddle, and the
roundup would begin soon.  


 


Logan had been ordered
to head up to the north range, and Ricardo to the southern pastures.  Being
aware that no more progress would be made, and not wanting to be sent so far
from the main ranch buildings, also feeling that they had learned enough for
now, they figured it was time to head back to town with the bit of information
that they had garnered from Hank, the windy cook.  Logan’s friend, Jake, would
be staying on at the ranch, undercover working as a ranch hand, though would
manage to contact Logan in a few days, to set up a time to bring Claude and
Olivia to the ranch.  The time had to be right for Lord Beckford to step in and
take possession. 


 


They went ahead and had breakfast with the remaining
hands at the ranch, nodded a farewell to Hank the cook, and an appreciation for
the good meal, then hurried over to the stable to saddle up their horses. 
After picking up their gear from the bunkhouse, they hunted up Chester to collect their pay, and to inform him that they had to head back to town.  The
job just wasn’t working out for them, and anyway that they only had needed to
make a few extra dollars.  


 


“Holderman’s not going to take kindly to you two just
walking out on us like this, with a roundup beginning.”  Chester grumbled, as
he grudgingly counted out the few dollars they each were owed, along with a
small bonus they’d been promised for taming the dozen or so, mustangs they’d
worked with.  “You’re lucky you’re getting paid at all.”  


 


“We said we’d give a day’s work for a day’s pay, when
we hired on.  Didn’t say how many days that would be.”  Logan drawled.  “Anyway,
maybe we’ll be back soon.”  


 


They were each handed their pay, and Ricardo said,
“This place does grow on a man, Señor Chester.  Maybe we will come back sooner
than you expect.  Who knows?”  


 


Chester glared, then
growled, “You won’t be welcome here.  Holderman won’t want you on the place
again.”  


 


“Señor Chester, for shame.  We are good honest hands,
though we need to return to town for a few days.  Maybe less.”  


 


“That’s right.”  Logan calmly agreed.  “We will head
back here.  You can surely count on that fact.”


 


“Guess you boys didn’t hear me well.”  Chester’s temper was flaring, and though he appeared puzzled at the same time, his face
turned red as he stomped back into his office.


 


Logan rode out of the
ranch yard, with Ricardo following a few seconds behind.  They didn’t look
back.  If they had, they would have seen Trudy Perkins, the ‘owner’s’ daughter,
watching as they rode out, then running to the stable to saddle up. 


 


As they rode the trail through the forest, then down
into the foothills, Logan was thinking of Lord Beckford and Olivia, and knew
that they would be a little worried, so he figured it was a good thing that
they were going back to town.  Beckford needed to know about the situation at
the Triple-B ranch.  They pretty much knew the layout now and there wasn’t much
more to be learned.  It was time to take legal action to establish ownership.  


 


Logan had seen enough
dishonesty in his young years to last a lifetime.  It was time to fight back,
and he intended to do just that.  He didn’t at all like the fact that someone
else was actually living in the mansion on the ranch, when the only occupant
should have been a housekeeper.  


 


The hands lived in the bunkhouse, and the foreman had
his own cabin.  He was only supposed to be running the ranch for Lord Beckford,
in cooperation with that attorney from town.  Obviously the attorney was a part
of an extensive crooked scheme.  Who could they trust?  How many cattle drives
had they made in the last ten years and pocketed the proceeds from those
sales?  There were a lot of questions to be answered.  


 


As they rode towards town, both deep in thought, they
hadn’t noticed that they were being followed, until Trudy Perkins finally
caught up with them, riding the pinto mare that they had broken to saddle only
days before.  For some reason, when Logan noticed that fact, it irritated him
to see her riding the horse he had pictured Olivia riding.  


 


“Hey, cowboys, you two handsome fellas leaving without
saying goodbye?”  She purred as she rode up.


 


“Mornin’ ma’am.”  Logan answered, and Ricardo touched
his sombrero, though the men kept on riding.  


 


“Well?”  Trudy called to them.  “Aren’t you going to
ask me why I’m here?”  She rode alongside Logan, and kept pace.  


 


Logan glanced over at
her, then grinned, “It’s fairly obvious that you felt like going for a ride to
town at the same time we’re heading that way.  Why now though?”  


 


“I get lonesome back there.”  She shrugged, and
frowned.  “Daddy won’t even let me talk to any of the men.  He sics that hound
Holderman, on me if I even look at anyone.  I thought that maybe I’d just catch
up, and ride into town with you boys.  You surely don’t mind, now do you?”  And
she tossed a flirty smile Logan’s way.  


 


“I honestly don’t believe your daddy would like you bein’
here like this, ma’am.”  Logan assured her in a kindly way.  


 


“Well, what the old man doesn’t know, won’t hurt none,
now will it?  Besides you won’t tell will you, handsome?”  She smirked, then
laughed lightly as she rode on ahead a ways, her long thick auburn curls flying
out behind her in soft glistening waves.  


 


Ricardo glanced back at Logan, and rolled his eyes,
then cautioned, “Don’t look now, mi amigo, but I do believe we are still being
followed, though not by ones so pretty as the señorita Perkins.”  He laughed
loudly, as he said, “I will enjoy seeing you squirm out of this one, amigo. 
This is one mad looking hombre who is fast catching up with us.  Possibly the señorita’s
padre, no?  He doesn’t appear to be so impressed with you as the señorita is.”  
Ricardo shook his head, his dark eyes gleaming in humor, as he jerked on the
reins, pulling his two-year old pinto to the side of the trail; he then added,
“For a gringo, Logan, you are mucho too good-looking for a señorita’s father to
like.”  


 


Logan heard the
approaching hoof beats getting closer, and he too, pulled to the side of the
trail to await the angry horseman, followed by two very impressive and tough
appearing men, both heavily armed with six-guns and rifles, along with mean
expressions to match their artillery.  


 


The leader of the three, who was mounted on a tall and
lathered white stallion, was a big burly, thick-chested man, with gray hair, a
thick mustache, and sporting a determined expression.  He didn’t slow down
until he was even with Logan, eye to eye, then he pulled up abruptly on the
reins, skidding his mount to an abrupt stop.  Logan noted that this older man
looked even meaner than Jinx Holderman, if at all possible.  He was the devil’s
twin in every way.  


 


As Logan looked into the older man’s black eyes, tough
as Logan was, he felt a distinct chill.  This tough hombre had to be Perkins,
Trudy’s pa, following his daughter.   Logan glanced over at Ricardo with a look
to silence him, to let Logan do the talking.  


 


Trudy looked back just as the men halted; her
expression furious.  “Daddy, how could you?”  She shouted at the older man,
then turned her horse, as if trying to decide whether to run ahead, or turn
back.  


 


Logan had it figured
right; so this big tough looking man was Woody Perkins himself, finally.  This
wasn’t exactly the situation in which he had wanted to meet the ‘supposed’
owner of the Triple-B, though he just watched the exchange between father and
daughter.  


 


“Go home, girl.  Now!!”  Was all the big barrel-chested
man said, and he meant it too, with the authority in his tone that brooked no
response, and probably wasn’t used to back talk of any kind, from any one.  He
glared at Logan, as he spoke to his daughter.  


 


Trudy sat the pinto, for a moment, frowning at her
father, and then quickly decided, from past experience, that it would be
fruitless to argue with her parent, the mood he was in.  She only shrugged,
looked over wistfully at Logan, then said, “Well, it was a nice try anyway.” 
She rode slowly past her father, glared at his two thugs, and with a defiant
toss of her auburn head, rode reluctantly back towards the ranch.


 


Woody Perkins sat in his saddle for a moment longer,
studying the two hands, before he spoke again.  “I don’t expect to see either of
you on my ranch ever again.  If I do, you will be the sorriest two men who ever
lived.  Is that understood?”  


 


“Logan grinned, and Ricardo kept his silence, as he
watched his friend. Logan, sitting easily in his saddle, only shrugged, then
spoke, “I’m a little slow to comprehend a threat, sir.”  Then he added, “That
was a threat, wasn’t it, sir?”  He slurred the word ‘sir’, in a very
disrespectful manner.  Then, as Perkins opened his mouth to issue another
warning, Logan couldn’t resist adding, “By the way, Mr. Perkins, sir, just
where this ranch of yours might be anyway?  I don’t remember seeing it around.” 



 


“What do you mean by that?”  Perkins shouted, growing
red in the face, a muscle twitching in his jaw.  “You’ve been working on my
spread for the last three days.”


 


“That a fact?”  Logan drawled, and as he stared
directly into Perkins’ dark eyes, he kept his right hand near his hip, the
impressive colt six-gun sitting easily in the holster.  Something about the way
  Logan’s hand hovered near the holster, and the almost calm look in his eyes,
made the three men take a second look at the younger man.  


 


They studied him, as Logan continued, in his most congenial
and friendly tone, “Well, Mr. Perkins, sir, it certainly has been right nice to
‘finally’ meet up with such a friendly person as you.  I look forward to seeing
you again soon.”  


 


“Don’t count on it.”  Perkins retorted, still glaring,
though hesitant now.  


 


“Oh,” Logan began slowly, “actually…...you can bet on
that one……..Mr. Perkins...sir.”  With that, Logan nodded to Ricardo, and rode
away down the trail; after a moment Ricardo followed.


 


Perkins expression was puzzled, thoughtful.  Bitterly
holding his temper, he watched as they rode down the foothills trail towards
town.


 


Logan knew he’d made an
enemy.  Well, it wasn’t the first time, and surely wouldn’t be the last.  Also,
Jake, his ranger friend, was still back at the ranch, working undercover.   Logan had made a few friends of some of the other hands too.  He would soon see just where
he stood in that regard, and how much backing they’d have, if any, once the
sparks began to fly. 


 


Later on that same evening, back in Coyote Springs,
after freshening up in his hotel room, Logan was pleased to meet again Claude’s
nephew, Garth, who had arrived that day on the stage.  Things would definitely
be looking up now that they had the extra backing. Garth’s strength of will and
character, not mentioning his husky build, was impressive.  Though with the
tough characters living on the ranch, they needed all the extra strength they
could get, if they were to take back possession of the Triple-B for Lord
Beckford.  


 


Ranger Jake Welby, working undercover at the ranch as
Butch Hogan, was to meet up with Logan later on in the night, at a certain
location outside of town.  Logan wanted to take Lord Beckford with to that
meeting.  They would make their plans then.  He would see if Garth and Ricardo
would ride with, too, and was certain that they would.    


 


The group were now having dessert and coffee, though
Olivia and Maria were drinking hot tea, after enjoying a well-prepared and tasty
supper of roast beef, mashed potatoes, gravy, creamed peas and biscuits. They
were seated at a long table, in the corner of the hotel restaurant.  Lord
Claude presiding at the head of the table, Olivia to his right, and Logan to
his left, and Garth and Bridgett sat side by side further down from Olivia; across
from them were Ricardo and Maria.


 


Logan was secretly
enjoying his position right across from the lovely Olivia. Olivia thought that
Logan had never looked so handsome, with his lightly tanned face, his muscular
arms and shoulders showing through a lightweight and freshly ironed white
shirt, though she would never let on to anyone her thoughts, and tried to keep
her eyes averted from his impressive personage. 


 


She chanced a glance in his direction as she sipped
from her cup of hot tea, only to note his green-eyed gaze fixed intently upon
her face.  She flushed and quickly tilted her pert little chin in the air, as
she looked away, though the telltale rattle of her tea cup, as it hit the
saucer, was a dead give-away, to those sitting at the table, causing her to
flush prettily even more, and Logan grinned at her discomfort.  


 


Logan realized that
Lord Beckford was addressing him with a question, and he quickly turned to
him.  “Sorry, Claude, I wasn’t listening.” He said, “Would you repeat that
please?”


 


Beckford hid his humor with a frown, noting Logan’s
apparent interest in Olivia’s beauty, then he repeated what he had said, “Oh, I
was only saying that before you begin to relate your and Ricardo’s experiences
at my ranch, let me inform all of you of who else has arrived in the town of
Coyote Springs.”


 


He had the attention of everyone at the table now, as
he continued, “None other than our old friend, Henry Adams, although it seems
he has checked into the boardinghouse under the last name of Birch.”


 


“No!”  Olivia breathed.  “You didn’t tell me that, Uncle
Claude.”  


 


“I just found it out today, dear. I presume that after
he had his release from that cargo ship of Devlin’s, he proceeded to track us
all the way to Texas.”  Claude countered.  


 


Garth fumed, “We’ll handle the lout, Uncle Claude. 
Have no doubt of that.”


 


Logan stated, “If the
town marshal, or sheriff can’t handle him, then we certainly will.  Mr. Birch
can look forward to leaving this town quicker than he came here.  And that’s a
fact, not just a statement.”  He then turned to Claude, and asked seriously,
“Just why is this character following you, sir?”  


 


Claude glanced at Olivia, who quickly answered for her
uncle, “It isn’t so much my uncle that he is following, Mr. Wakefield.  It
seems that Mr. Birch is entranced with my uncle’s wealth, and through me, he
seems intent on getting it, although we felt that he had given up on his quest
years ago.  Apparently he hasn’t.”  


 


At Logan’s questioning look, Garth continued on in the
explanation.  “What my sister is trying to explain, Logan, this Henry Adams was
courting our Olivia at one time, until my uncle had him investigated.  The man
is a penniless con man.  He had presented himself as a wealthy man of industry,
and had wanted to be betrothed to Olivia, thus receiving a healthy endowment
from Uncle Claude, once they were wed.


 


“My sister is a beautiful woman, although we suspect
this man isn’t so much interested in her beauty, as in her uncle’s wealth.  I
might add that Henry’s track record, upon investigation, is not all that good. 
We found his past history contained quite a few misdeeds in other countries, as
well as parts of England other than London.  We won’t go into the details,
though I’m sure you get the point.”  


 


“Point well taken.”  Logan mused, as he gazed across
the table at Olivia, a tender expression in his eyes.  


 


Lord Beckford explained further, “Obviously the man is
not thinking straight, or he would realize the fact that under no circumstances
would Olivia be interested in him at this time, nor any other.  He’s up to no
good, and I seriously doubt that he is aware of the fact that I know he is
here.  His every movement is being observed, as I have already spoken with the
town marshal, a nice enough older chap, named Dayton Rhodes, obviously an
honest lawman.


 


“Anyway, Marshal Rhodes, along with his two deputy marshals,
have been observing the movements of Henry Birch very closely.  So far, the
only thing they’ve suspected him of is possibly cheating at cards in one of the
saloons here in town, though they haven’t been able to catch him at it yet. 
The marshal assured me that Birch needs to take care in that respect though, as
some of the locals take matters into their own hands when someone cheats at
cards, and the local law enforcement usually looks the other way when that
happens.”


 


Claude cleared his throat, then turned to Logan, “Now fill me in on what you and Ricardo found out at my ranch.”  


 


Logan began explaining
the events of the last few days, and what information they had learned. 
Ricardo joined in a few times to add color to the tale of course, and gave
detail as to how he had worn down the big black stallion for Logan, so that he could
finish taming the muscular animal.  The watching cowhands had then
congratulated Logan.  


 


Claude and Garth both chuckled upon hearing the
fascinating stories of how they had tamed the mustangs.  Olivia only appeared
thoughtful.  


 


Then on to the matter of the ownership of the
Triple-B, Logan also emphasized the fact that the hands were well armed, and
would possibly fight for the ranch, however, he did add that once the ownership
was questioned, ‘which owner would they back’?   Perkins may have a problem at
that point.


 


Logan mentioned the
brief encounter with the attorney, Clayborne Phillips, in the ranch yard, also
how the man had appeared to be more than mildly upset about something.


 


“Perhaps,” Logan began, “He’d have heard a rumor about
an Englishman arriving in town, then put two and two together.  Word does
travel fast in a small town, and Coyote Springs is definitely small.”


 


“I have been keeping a low profile, Logan,” Claude
began, “however; I haven’t been able to stay in my room all the time.  I did
have to speak to the marshal about Henry Adams.  It’s entirely possible that my
arrival has been noticed. Maybe that’s what Clayborne is so bothered about.  


 


“With the information we have now, it’s at the point
where we should speak to Clayborne in the morning, take him out to the ranch,
and force his hand.  I need to take possession of my property, as soon as
possible.  I’m sure you are anxious to return home to Wyoming as quickly as we
get this business of the ranch settled.” 


 


Logan grinned, “It
seems I’ve been headed the long way home for some time now, but wouldn’t have
missed this side trip for the world.  Besides, I’ve been gone so long now, that
my folks will expect me at this point when I get there, and not a minute
sooner.”  


 


Claude nodded, “Yes, true.  And I hope you know how
much I appreciate you and Ricardo being here for us.  It’s surely more than
anyone else would have done.”


 


Logan explained then
how he had a pre-arranged meeting for later on outside of town with his friend
the ranger, and would like for Claude and Garth to ride with.  “You will surely
take to Ranger Welby.  He’s an honorable lawman, and a no nonsense protector of
law and order once he gets started.  There’s no stopping him once he gets
rolling.  Hell on wheels, I’d say.  Others have mentioned that fact too, though
I figure that’s even putting it mildly.  He’s, of course, working under cover
now, going by the name of Butch Hogan, and waiting until we give the word. 
Perkins and Holderman never saw the likes of this man.  They’ll take off with
their tails between their legs when Jake Welby takes charge.” 


 


“I’m looking forward to this meeting, Logan.”  Claude
agreed.  


 


Garth nodded as he thought to himself how ironic it
was that he was here at this time, thinking of taking on a small time crook,
after all the adventures he’d had on the high seas.  He hadn’t exactly been
sitting still, watching the waves roll by.  Garth was a big husky man, and he’d
had many a waterfront fight, and knew how to handle himself pretty well.  He
sure didn’t need a rifle either, though he was proficient in handling one.  His
fists still worked pretty damned well.  He’d even fought a pirate or two, and
come out ahead.  Well, he’d join in whatever needed to be done here.  This was
family business.  He was surely glad he’d arrived when he had.  His business in
 London could wait, as this situation was just heating up, and he hadn’t had
much fun for awhile, well at least not since he’d heard that Captain Devlin was
being escorted in chains back to England.  


 


It was midnight when the four men rode out of town,
taking the back road so as not to draw attention to themselves.  They had to
take care, just for awhile anyway, as they were meeting the under-cover Texas
Ranger, and they didn’t want to cause his cover to be blown, at least not until
he was good and ready.  


 


The meeting place was two miles out of town, neath the
remains of a large cottonwood tree that obviously had been struck by lightening
in years past, and was just barely standing, being held up by the dried up
roots alone.  The sparkling streambed was about twenty feet away from where
they dismounted, and they could hear the gurgle of water rushing over rocks and
boulders.  The moon was about three-quarters full and pretty well lit up the
surrounding desert and foothills.  The gurgling stream reflected the moonlight
with glistening stars in the water.   Jake hadn’t arrived yet, and the men
decided not to risk a campfire, so they stood quietly in the shadows of
darkness, and listened for hoof beats.


 


It had been a quiet fifteen minutes while the men
waited, after having ridden into camp, yet no one had heard the sound of Jake’s
horse, hadn’t even been aware of his arrival, until he quietly walked up from a
grove of trees behind where they were standing.  He’d obviously tied his mount
back somewhere among the shadows of the cottonwoods and oaks along the bank of
the rushing stream, the same sparkling stream that, further on down the trail,
ran along just outside the edge of town.  Coyote Springs had been named for the
creek or the creek after the town, whichever came first.  


 


Logan made the
introductions, and after hands were shook, the meeting began.  No one appeared
to notice the lone figure of the cowhand who had followed Jake from the line
shack where he had been spending the night, before he was to be helping with
the beginning roundup of cattle before dawn the following morning.  At least
the quiet cowhand had believed himself to have been unobserved.   


 


Cougar Olson was a friendly quiet spoken sort of
fella, but sometimes his curiosity got the best of him, and when he had
suddenly woke to hear Jake riding out from the line shack where they’d been
staying, his curiosity had taken over his common sense, and he had hurriedly
saddled up, then tailed the newest ‘cowhand’ through the darkened desert
trail.  He now stood on a rise about twenty yards from where the men were
standing talking in low tones.  He couldn’t hear what was being said, but he
recognized the figures of the men there.  He noted the older white-haired man,
with the British accent, who had ridden with the stage on the way to Coyote
Springs.  And the two men, Logan and Ricardo.  It was dark, but he could see
enough to establish who it was that Butch Hogan was meeting with.  Cougar
didn’t recognize the huskily built man with the massive shoulders, and the
beard, but he figured he was an impressive fella, and one who he wouldn’t want
to tangle with in the dark, and any other time, for any reason.


 


Olson wanted to scratch his head in puzzlement, but knew
that any sudden movements could possibly be noticed.  He was surprised that he
hadn’t been caught tailing Hogan, as the man certainly didn’t seem the type to
be easily fooled, nor should he have been this easily tailed.  Olson had no
intention of mentioning this meeting to any of the other hands, except maybe
his good friend Bart McCain, an older man, and one who could be trusted.  He
didn’t know what was going on, though he was sure these were honest men, and
weren’t planning anything shady.  He figured he’d trust the lot of them, before
he’d even trust the men at the ranch whom he worked for.  But then he’d stayed
on because the place paid well, though he didn’t work for the friendliest of
men, probably not the most honest either.  He’d wondered about some things, but
kept his mouth shut usually.  


 


One thing Cougar Olson had found out one morning, and
had pondered over quite a bit.  He had been looking for his tobacco pouch, and
figuring he’d lost it out on the range, he’d meant to borrow a bit for a smoke,
and unwittingly had peeked into the saddle bags lying on the cot next to his,
thinking to just borrow a bit of tobacco, but instead his hand had pulled out a
tin star, wrapped in a small piece of burlap.  The badge was the kind worn by
the Texas Rangers.  He knew it right off, as his uncle had been a ranger years
ago, until he’d lost his life in a shoot-out while attempting to stop a
holdup.   


 


Cougar Olson had quickly put the ranger badge back into
the saddlebags.  The cot next to his was where the newest cowhand, Butch Hogan
slept.  He wondered if Hogan was using an alias.  He hadn’t for one minute
thought the badge didn’t belong to Hogan.  Olson wondered what was in the air,
and who this man, Hogan, really was.    


 


Cougar decided that this meeting was probably of some
importance, though obviously none of his business anyway.  Maybe he’d talk to
Butch at some point, but as of now, his priorities were to get back to the line
shack and get his sleep.  Dawn and work came early.  He slowly backed down from
the rise among the thick foliage, trying not to dislodge any rocks with his
heavy boots, he then found his horse where it had been tethered nearby, then
headed back the way he had come from.  He’d be asleep when Hogan returned to
the line shack.  


 


Ranger Jake Welby, alias Butch Hogan, chuckled softly,
as he kept his voice soft and quiet, “I guess the young chap who was working
with me and staying at the line shack, got a little curious.  I heard him tailing
me all the way here, nice enough fella, so I figured just maybe I’ll have a
little talk with him in the morning.  See just where he’ll stand.  I’ve been
known to take chances on folks before, and usually my instincts are fairly on
the mark.  I believe the boy can be trusted.  He’s called Cougar Olson, and
he’s young, though seems to have been around the territory enough to have seen
some action, carries that six-gun tied down too.  Quiet boy, though keeps his
eyes open.  He’s probably on his way back to the line shack by now.”


 


“Isn’t that one of the hands that was on the stage
with us?”  Lord Beckford asked, looking at Logan.


 


“Yes and a right nice chap.  We saw him and the older
fella too, back at the ranch.”  Logan answered.  “They both appear to be honest
men, and I don’t believe for one minute that either of them are aware of the
shady dealings going on at the ranch.  


 


Ranger Welby began, “After I have a talk with Olson in
the morning, I’ll make some excuse to head back to the ranch, just so’s I can
be around when you boys arrive with that ‘friendly’ lawyer-man from town, and
the fun begins.  Wouldn’t want to miss it.”  Jake added with a chuckle.  Then
he added, “Not even sure you all will need my two-bits’ worth though, with all
the backup you have.”  He nodded towards Garth, Logan, and Ricardo.  


 


Lord Beckford stepped forward now and began in serious
tones, “From the information that Logan and Ricardo have given me, as to the
distance the ranch lies from town, I figure we’ll arrive sometime in early
afternoon, with Phillips in tow, willing, or unwilling, either way, no
matter.”  


 


Garth joined in as he folded his muscular arms across
a massive chest.  “Uncle Claude, now you know very well, that lawyer fella will
be willing to join us on that ride.  He’ll be our ‘special’ guest, no less.  No
question at all of him being unwilling.  He’ll be the willingest member of our
war party.  You can count on that fact.”  With that he gave a gleeful laugh
that shook the bushy auburn beard that took up the majority of the lower half
of his strong handsome face.  


 


Claude shook his white head, and nodded, “Point well
taken, nephew.”  He then turned to the Texas Ranger friend of Logan, and said,
“Have no doubt, sir, you will and have been, very much needed in this
situation, and as far as the confrontation tomorrow, although my nephew
believes himself to be a one man army of horse soldiers, we are greatly in need
of your expertise, along with your lawful backing.”


 


Welby answered, as he stroked his chin in a thoughtful
manner, “I’ll do what I can to uphold the law.  We rangers don’t make laws; we
only enforce the ones that are there.  However, when we see a situation as this
one; ….no time to take it to a court of law, we sort of do a bit of pushin’ to settle
things a might.  The local sheriff feels the Texas Rangers know their own
business; if he sees that an intentional crime has been committed, especially
fraud, then he usually figures it’s over his head, and leaves it to the
rangers, or legal proceedings take over; at times we do send for a district
judge, depends mainly on each situation, then the judge takes a ranger’s
testimony, usually figuring it for fact anyway.  A judge’s time is pretty much
taken up, but they’ll travel if needed.”


 


Welby shoved the black Stetson farther back on his
head, then scratched his jaw, “I doubt this situation gets that complicated. 
Sounds like to me, these folks are just a bunch of coyotes, who’ll run soon’s
they see a Texas Ranger step in.  They felt that you, Claude, were a ways off
in another country, and wouldn’t find out about this swindle for many a 
year……maybe never; meantime there’s a few of them that’s gettin’ rich sellin’
off a few head of steers now an’ again.  Long as you kept getting them
doctored-up monthly statements from that crooked attorney, they considered
themselves in a pretty safe little setup.  


 


“I strongly doubt they’d wait around for a court
hearing.  They’ll hit the trail soon’s they figure it’s you that’s arrived in
the territory, may be they’ll take that lawyer with ‘em.  He won’t practice law
around these parts no more.  That’s for sure.  They just might already be
packin’ up a wagon to head on out.”


 


The others nodded in agreement with Welby, and Logan had just begun to speak, when the low, but distinct sound of a shot came from off in
the distance.


 


“Now that ain’t no hunter, this time of night, and
with a small handgun at that.”  Logan spoke hurriedly.  What fool could that
be?”  


 


“Sounded like a small derringer.”  Welby nodded, as he
turned and headed back towards where his horse was tethered among the
cottonwood trees, near the creek.


 


Just then the derringer shot was quickly followed by
three louder shots, close together, and Logan, following behind Ranger Welby,
said, “Now something way back in my memory tells me those three last shots came
from a Winchester repeating rifle, maybe in answer to that derringer.”


 


Welby answered, “That’s a smart young fella, that
Cougar Olson.  Totes one of them Winchester repeating rifles in his scabbard,
takes it everywhere he goes, just like I do.  Wouldn’t be caught without my
rifle in this country.  And them shots seem to come from where he’d be on the
trail right about now, on his way back to that line shack we been stayin’ at.”


 


Garth touched his uncle’s shoulder, “Uncle Claude,” he
began, as they quickly walked back to the horses, “Perhaps you should have
Ricardo accompany you back to town.  The rest of us can head out to see what
the shooting was about.”


 


He couldn’t make out Claude’s expression in the dark,
though he pretty much could feel what his answer would be before it came.


 


“Young man, do you know whom you are speaking to?” 
Lord Beckford began.  “If you think at my age I’m going to begin running at the
first sign of trouble, then you don’t know your old Uncle Claude.  This is my
vacation too, you know, and what goes on anywhere around me, I will bloody well
be right in the midst of it.  Let’s go!”


 


Ricardo quietly grinned to himself, knowing the Lord
Beckford, as well as he did.  He reached his horse quickly and stepped into the
saddle, following at a trot behind Logan, who was just an instant behind Ranger
Welby.  Swirls of dust rose from the trail beneath the horses’ hooves, as each
man in the group nudged his horse into a gallop, then racing them down the
rugged trail.  


 


Ten minutes later found the group of horsemen near the
turnoff to the rugged foothills trail, as a riderless horse came galloping
towards them down between the thick grove of aspen trees and onto the trail. 
Eyes wild, stirrups flapping, the horse was breathing hard, and Logan caught up the reins and halted the frightened animal.  


 


“It appears some hombre’s afoot.”  Ricardo spoke
softly.  “Wonder who.  Perhaps though it may not matter now.”  And the five
mounted men rode quietly, two Englishmen dressed in western garb, one Mexican
sporting a tall colorful sombrero, one tall lean cowboy, and one rugged Texas
Ranger.  They rode carefully through the inky trail in the foothills barely
distinguishable by the vague light of the moon.     


 


Down the dark trail a ways, off into the near forest
among aspen trees, Cougar Olson swore softly, as he knelt, lit a match, then
held it close, trying to make out the features of the injured man lying among
the brush and rocks.


 


“What in blazes was you shootin’ that little pop-gun
at me for?  I don’t even know you.  Never seen you afore, you damned
greenhorn.”  As the man groaned, Cougar continued in an exasperated tone of
voice, “Furthermore, next time you take to shootin’ at someone, get yourself a
real shootin’ iron, not some kid’s toy pistol.”  


 


Olson stood up and shook out the match, dropped it in
the dirt and rubbed it into the ground with his boot toe, then continued,
“Anyhow, you only got scratched on the shoulder with one bullet, I missed the
other two shots, while I was hittin’ the dirt, so I wasn’t aimin’ straight.  Don’t
see no other damage, so quit your moanin’ an’ groanin’, lest folks think
someone’s dyin’.  I hear horses on the trail, prob’ly folks wantin’ to know
what all the noise is about.” 


 


Henry Adams groaned as he clutched his bloody shoulder. 
“Get me to a doctor quick.  You aren’t even who I thought you were, but whoever
you are; you are a cold-natured no-account.  You’ll let me die out here in this
desert country, without medical treatment.”  


 


Henry raised himself up on his elbow as he peered
through the darkness at the horsemen who pulled up, and quickly were
dismounting.  He pointed towards Lord Beckford and Logan, shouting, “See them,
that tall cowboy with the black Stetson, he’s the one, a scoundrel, he’s been
courting my future wife.  My beautiful Olivia, the love of my life.  I’ve seen
him with her.  And that old uncle of hers, the white-haired chap.  He tried to
break us up.”  


 


Henry struggled to sit up, as he continued shouting,
“That tall cowboy, he’s the one you should shoot; he’s a disgrace to your
country, running around with my sweetheart.”


 


Cougar Olson politely pushed the injured man back down
to the ground, then spoke, “If’n you don’t shut yore trap mister, I believe I
will shoot you in the other shoulder.  Then you’ll have good reason to yell.”


 


Henry shouted back, “I’ll see you all in hell.”


 


Cougar chuckled, “Let me know if you want a free trip
there; this long rifle of mine holds seventeen shots, so I figure there’s
fourteen left, as I always count how many times I squeeze the trigger.  Just
say the word, glad to oblige.  However, as for me, I’ve got a lot of livin’ to
do yet.  But I aim to accommodate other folks, if they ask.”


 


Henry Adams had no answer, wishing he could find his
derringer, as it had fallen somewhere in the brush near where he had fallen. 
The rented horse he thought he had tied to a tree, had taken off too.  Things
just were not working out as he had planned.  


 


‘Ranger Welby walked over, and bent over the man on
the ground.  “Do any of you folks know who this gent is?”  He spoke
respectfully, though he figured the man would have been the one who had fired
the first shot from the small handgun.  


 


Lord Beckford answered, “I can tell from here, that he’s
the chap who has followed my niece, Olivia, across the globe, a mighty bad
decision on his part.”


 


Henry Adams clutched his shoulder again, suddenly
remembering that he was suffering from a flesh wound.  “Will someone kindly
take me to that town of yours, and have a doctor tend my wounds.  I’ll likely
bleed to death, while you folks stand around chatting.”  


 


Lord Beckford spoke to the group of men, “Do you chaps
think we should take this character to a doctor, or an undertaker?”


 


Garth answered his uncle, as he folded his arms across
his massive chest.  “Well, it seems to me, Uncle Claude, that this gentleman
needs a little careful  handling, being as he’s so handy with weapons, maybe we
should consider him a dangerous criminal, and have the sheriff lock him up for
a few years.”  He thought a moment, then said, “Oh well, let’s just tote him
into town, and have the local pill pusher put a great big bandage on that
little tiny scratch.”  With that statement, Garth swooped down, and quickly
hauled up the ‘patient’, throwing him over his shoulder, then amid Henry’s screaming
protests, marched over to his horse, and bodily threw him over the back of the
horse that Garth had been riding.  Then he quickly stepped into the saddle,
amid more loud shouting from Adams. 


 


Garth warned Adams, “Just lie still there, friend, I
sure wouldn’t want the responsibility of ‘accidently’ injuring the other
shoulder, if you wiggle too much, I just may have to borrow Logan’s rope and
tie you up a bit.”  


 


Then Garth looked back at the others as he called to
them, “I’ll see you all back in town.  Need to get this gent some care.”  With
that he quickly guided the horse into a fast gallop down the trail, Henry’s
head bouncing upside down all the way.
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Ranger Welby had introduced Olson to Garth, and they
had shook hands just before Garth had ridden down the trail to town, with the
prisoner across the back of his horse.  


 


Olson spoke to the ranger, “I know your name ain’t
Butch Hogan, but whatever you want to call yourself, friend, it’s alright with
me just wanted to let you know.  And, b’fore you say anything, for my tailin’
you tonight, well guess I was just curious.”


 


Welby chuckled softly, “Young fella, this old coon
hound knew you were on my tail from the time you left the line shack.  Believe
me, in my line of work, it pays to be alert.  Though, I can’t blame you for
getting suspicious.  You an’ me, we’ll have us a talk soon’s we get back to the
line shack, then, come daylight, we need to be back at the ranch.  We’ll have
us some kind of an’ excuse, but we need to be there as all hell’s liable to
break loose, if it ain’t already done so.”


 


Olson answered slowly, “Well, best I can figure,
there’s been somethin’ goin’ on that don’t read right about this whole setup at
the ranch, so whatever you need me to do, ‘Ranger’, I’ll be there backin’ you
all the way.”


 


Welby chuckled again, “Couldn’t fool you, could I?” 
You must have seen my badge tucked away.”


 


“Well, I run outta tobacco.  Didn’t mean to snoop.”


 


“How about McCain?”  Welby asked about the older
cowhand, Olson’s friend.


 


“He’ll stay.  We just need to give him the word.  He’s
a good man, and honest too, won’t stand for wrong doin’ no how.”


 


Welby turned to the other men, “I guess I’ll hit the
trail back to the line shack with Olson, get a little shut-eye, then we’ll see
you all tomorrow at the ranch.  Let’s hope they already skipped out, might save
us a bit of artillery in suggestin’ they move out.”


 


Logan answered, “If
that attorney’s still in town, we’ll bring him along, should be fun to watch
‘im dance.  Might turn out to be quite a show.”


 


Olson had started to mount his horse, then turned
again, holding onto the reins, “You suppose the marshal or sheriff, whoever’s
in charge at this time of night, would lock up that greenhorn what took a
potshot at me?”


 


Welby rubbed his jaw, and thought for a moment before
answering, “Possible……..might be.”  He turned then to Beckford, “Suppose
there’ll be leavin’s to be locked up, by the time your nephew gets back to town
with ol’ Henry?”  


 


Beckford chuckled, “I doubt if Garth would attack
someone as weak as Henry is at this time.  Wouldn’t be a challenge for him. The
chap obviously couldn’t fight his way out of a cloud of cigar smoke.  He does
need a scare put into him though.”  The thought of Henry Adams alone on the
trail totally at Garth’s mercy, brought another smile.  He was sure that by
this time Henry had remembered who Garth was, although it had been over ten
years since Garth had bodily tossed Henry Adams from Beckford Manor, and Garth was
now sporting a heavy auburn beard. 


 


However, feeling assured that there would be no
mistaking that huge powerful frame of Garth’s, Lord Beckford added, “Well…..Ranger
Welby….rest assured that by now my nephew had ‘renewed’ his acquaintance with
my niece’s ardent admirer.  Where Henry J. Adams is concerned, the scoundrel
apparently hasn’t given up in his pursuit, though perhaps Garth will convince
him to seek a ‘healthier’ hobby, other than pursuing a young lady who obviously
cannot stand him.  


 


“My nephew has always been very protective of Olivia,
however,” Beckford paused a moment, “we were all under the false impression
that the Henry Adams chapter of our lives had been closed.  The man must be a
slow learner, and may need a bit of educating.  As far as the shooting is
concerned, he probably, in the dark foothills, mistook Olson for my friend
Logan here, both being tall lean cowboys, wearing similar western garb. 
Another bad mistake on his part, which appears to be a pattern in his makeup.


 


“Possibly, from what I can determine from his
rantings, he believes there to be a romantic attachment with Olivia and Logan
here.”  He looked over at Logan, who had no answer for the way the conversation
was turning, a bit close to his true feelings.


 


 Ricardo who had, up to that time, been silently standing
away from the group, deep in thought, in the shadow of a grove of aspens, now
strode forward and spoke in his soft, heavily accented Spanish diction, “I have
had extensive teaching experience, Señor, so with your permission, if the
hombre bothers the señorita Olivia, or in any way injures her person, or even
so much as hurts her feelings, I can assure you, mi amigo, that it would be his
last move on this earth, as I will teach him well and  it will be his last
lesson.”  


 


Ricardo mounted his pinto and then turned in the
saddle, “When I return to town, I shall seek out this hombre Adams, to wish him
well in his journey back to his country, and I may urge him to seriously
consider an immediate and hasty departure……that is…..if nephew Garth is
finished with him.  Though I would not be so gentle in my dealings with the gringo. 
I am not widely known to be neither a kind nor a gentle person.  Maria’s former
admirers would attest to that fact.”


 


Ricardo touched his sombrero, “Adios, amigos.”  He
said, as he nudged the horse with his heels, then trotted off through the
aspens toward the dark trail to town.


 


Cougar Olson and Jake Welby were mounted and riding
the other trail towards the rugged mountains where the line shack stood among
the majestic lodgepole pines.  


 


Logan Wakefield and Lord Beckford chatted a few more
moments, making plans for the following morning, when they would be taking
steps to assure Beckford’s possession of his ranch.


 


“As I have said before, sir,” Logan began, “the ranch
hands are armed, so care must be taken that no innocent person is injured. 
They must be informed upon our arrival that you are the owner and, therefore,
if they have any question of who is boss of the outfit, they are to stay out of
it, unless they want to be charged as accessories to a crime.


 


“I seriously doubt they will back Perkins and
Holderman, once they realize that ownership of the property is in question. 
After all those two characters are not the most popular men in the territory,
and I’m banking on the fact that most of the hands are honest men and would not
want to be caught up in a legal dispute such as this.”


 


It was only a few short hours to daylight as Logan and Beckford galloped over the wooden bridge, spanning the gurgling creek,
approaching the main street of Coyote Springs.


 


The livery stable was dark and unattended, so they
unsaddled their mounts, along with Adams’ rented horse which they returned to
the livery, and, after a rubdown, put each horse into an empty stall, fed them
a helping of oats, then the weary men headed over to the hotel.


 


“Wonder where Garth took Adams, and if Ricardo caught
up with them.”  Logan said, “Well, I’m sure we’ll hear about it in the
morning.”


 


Lord Beckford answered, “Probably dropped him off at the
doctor’s house, and I’m sure Henry was ready to be dropped off anywhere, even
the town jail might look good to him, though I’m not sure if the marshal would
take him, maybe the county sheriff.  I heard the sheriff has a place somewhere
south of town.  I had, in the past, been under the impression that Adams was harmless, though determined, and persistent like a pesky fly, but after seeing
his actions….hearing his ravings tonight, I’m not at all sure.  I would
strongly question the stability of the chap’s mental condition.”


 


“You could be right, sir, though I would strongly
suspect that if a sheriff locked up all the crazies in the west every time
someone shot off a gun, there wouldn’t be enough cells to go around.” 


 


Beckford chuckled, “It’s that rough?”  He asked.


 


Logan thought a
moment, “From what I remember, it’s worse.  You just haven’t seen it all yet,
though I’d still prefer the west to just about anywhere else in the world. 
Guess I missed it these last years.  All I ever knew growin’ up was the sage,
cactus, mesquite, horses and cattle, mountains, pines, sunsets…….ever notice
how the sun sets over a western mountaintop?  Nothing like it in the world,
sir, nothing at all.  Then again, there’s the sun rising in the desert after a
cool rainy night.  Then it just gets hot and burns the hell out of everything. 


 


“I like even the wildness of the west, Indians,
outlaws, and all that.  Guess I just don’t know any better.  After being held
captive on that ship all those years, I’d even welcome an Indian uprising now
and again.  I’ve seen a few of those too.  Then again, maybe I wouldn’t exactly
want that.  


 


“Some towns though, you know, aren’t exactly nice and
fixed-up, like Coyote Springs, some of those buildings are downright scraggly,
false-fronted and all, but I guess I even like them.  That shootin’ back there
in the hills tonight, why normally that’s just all in a day’s work, and in most
towns folks don’t even notice when shots are fired, they get so used to hearing
the noise.  Things don’t appear to have changed much in the last few years,
seems like.” 


 


Beckford turned and studied Logan’s ruggedly handsome
features, as they walked up to the flowering lawn, then the board walkway
leading to the Coyote Springs hotel, he stated, “You are a deep man, Logan my
boy……..a deep thinking man.”


 


The following morning, Wednesday in late august to be
exact, Logan was up before dawn, having slept only four hours, too restless to
stay abed longer.  After bathing, he shaved off the dark stubble from his face,
finished dressing and buckled on his gun belt, then after checking the load in
his colt and holstering the weapon, he raised the shade covering the only
window of the room.  


 


Only then did he realize that it was raining outside,
a steady drizzle, a light rain which was just enough to wet down the dusty road
of the main street, and add sparkle to the potted plants and many geraniums
which dotted the border of the front lawn, and at the same time, soaking up the
wood of the rail fence which surrounded three sides of the lawn.  Logan stood
staring at the wet drips running down the outside of the glass, then headed
across the room, grabbed his hat, opened the doorway, scanned the dimly-lit
hallway, from a habit long remembered, and hurried down the stairway.  


 


As he crossed the lobby, he nodded a greeting to the
sleepy desk clerk, then entered the dining room, needing his morning coffee
more than anything, that which he always enjoyed now, especially after missing
the fragrant brew for over eight long tragic years.  


 


Logan was surprised to
see Olivia sitting at a small square table, in a far corner, along with Maria
and Ricardo.  He never ceased to be amazed at her natural beauty.  He wasn’t
sure now if it was a cup of coffee that led him to the dining room or the hope
of possibly seeing Olivia, he was not at all sure; either way he welcomed the
pleasure of both.  He took off his black  hat, and after hanging it on a hook
on the wall near the table, he pulled back the remaining chair and seated
himself, with Olivia on his left, Ricardo on his right, and Maria across the
table from him.


 


The middle-aged waitress was in the process of setting
plates of steaming food on the table, fried eggs, potatoes, bacon and
flapjacks.  Then she set down a cup for Logan and commenced to pour it full of
coffee.


 


“Morning, folks.”  Logan nodded to the three, giving
Olivia his best morning smile.  She murmured a quick “Good morning”, then began
dishing up a small serving of breakfast for herself.


 


The waitress set an empty plate in front of Logan, and
motioned to the platters of food, “There be plenty enough for all, dig in while
it’s hot.”  Then she called back over her shoulder as she walked back to the
kitchen, carrying the hot pot of coffee, “If you run out, just give a holler.” 
She paused at the door leading to the kitchen, looked back once more in Logan’s direction, and thought to herself, “My Lord, that cowboy’s a handsome one…..if I
was just a few years younger.”  


 


The cook, a gray-haired heavy-set man, sporting a food
stained, and at some point white, apron tied around his generous middle,
laughed at her, and said, “Dolly, I’ve seen that expression on your face ever
since that cowboy hit town.  Get over it; can’t you see he’s enamored with the
young lady sitting next to him?”  


 


“Oh, I seen that alright.”  She walked on into the
kitchen, and added, “I can dream can’t I?  One thing you can’t take away is
dreams…..and mind your own business anyhow.” She laughingly swatted the cook
with a napkin.


 


After a couple of swallows of strong black coffee, Logan turned to Ricardo, “Amigo, I’m surprised you are up before the chickens this
morning, even the roosters are still asleep.”  He grinned as he began dishing
up a huge plateful of food.  


 


Ricardo answered between bites of crisp bacon, “Only a
gringo would say as much, amigo; we caballeros from south of the border, we
take our siestas when the sun she is high and hot.”


 


Logan grinned and commenced eating, as he waved a hand
toward the side windows, and after chewing then swallowing a mouthful of eggs,
said “My unobserving Amigo, in case you haven’t looked outside this morning,
there is no sunshine out there, only rain…..a nice steady shower.  No siestas
in the afternoon sun for you, we should have a good day of muddy trails to
travel in, and possibly wet clothing, and unless you provide yourself with a
slicker while we ride out to the ranch.  Me I forgot to buy one, but I’ll take
care of that matter soon as the mercantile opens for business.”


 


After the meal was finished, Logan excused himself,
saying, “I need to send a wire to my Pa, let him know I’m still around.”  He
and Ricardo agreed to meet at the mercantile to pick up some slickers to wear
on the trail.


 


Logan dashed through
the steady downpour, his booted feet splashing through deep puddles on the
boardwalk, to the entrance of the western union office, which was located next
door to the hotel.


 


The door was locked, but the place was apparently
ready for business, as the door was quickly opened as soon as he knocked.  Logan stepped inside, as the agent then closed the door against the dampness of the
outside.


 


“Wet out there, huh Mister?”  The man asked.


 


“Is it?  I hadn’t noticed.”  Logan answered with a
straight face, as he shook the excess water from his hat.


 


“Funny, very funny.”  The agent said.  “Well, I got a
sense of humor too.  Just call me Homer, if you like.”  He then stepped behind
the small, though cluttered, counter.


 


“Alright, Homer,” Logan began, “yeah, it is wet out
there.  Nice weather, if you’re a duck.  Haven’t even heard a rooster crow yet
this morning though, guess he don’t want to get wet either, probably hangin’
‘round the henhouse, hoping to steal their feed.”


 


Homer chuckled, and said, “Some of the townsfolk have
threatened to get that old rooster the next time they hear him raisin’ up a
fuss, and toss him into the cookstove, feathers an’ all.  Maybe one of ‘em done
it.  Well maybe not though, they do kinda favor ‘im a might.”


 


He peered closely at Logan, and asked, “You want to
send a wire, son?”  


 


Logan handed the agent
the paper he had been writing the message to his father on.  The wire was
short, and to the point.


 


PA,


WANTED YOU TO KNOW THAT STILL ON MY WAY HOME.  TAKING
THE LONG WAY THROUGH A PLACE CALLED COYOTE SPRINGS IN TEXAS.  DID MY THREE
FRIENDS SHOW UP YET HUNTING WORK? JIM REYNOLDS, MACK PARSONS, AND GABE JOHNSON?
GOOD MEN, OLDER MEN AND EXPERIENCED HANDS.  THEY WILL WORK HARD FOR YOU.  TELL
THEM NOT TO WORRY ABOUT CAPTAIN DEVLIN ANY MORE. WILL EXPLAIN MORE WHEN I GET
HOME.  LOVE TO YOU AND MA.


YOUR LOVING SON,


 LOGAN


 


He then gave the agent his father’s name and the
address to send the wire to, in Wyoming territory.  Homer got busy sending out
the wire, and then he asked, “You want to wait around for a reply?”


 


“No,” Logan answered, “if one should come in, just
leave it at the hotel desk and I’ll pick it up later.  Thanks a lot.”


 


After paying the clerk the amount required for the
wire, Logan put his hat back on and stepped out into the still pouring rain. 
He realized it was still too early for the General Store to be open, so he
quickly ducked back into the hotel lobby, figuring on one more cup of strong
black coffee.  It was going to be a long busy day……….maybe.  


 


Olivia was walking with Maria across the lobby from
the restaurant, towards the stairway to return to her room, just as Logan
rushed through the entrance door, presenting quite a sight, as water dripped
from his wide hat brim, and down onto his shirt, and she suppressed a giggle,
covering her mouth with her dainty small hand.


 


Maria was not so tactful, and laughed out loud,
saying, “For heaven’s sake, Logan Wakefield!  You gringos do know how to come
in out of the rain after all, do you not?”  


 


“Well, I’m certainly glad to be so entertaining to you
ladies.”  He retorted.  “Always ready to please.”  He looked at Olivia, and
added, “And you may go ahead and let out the laughter too, before you choke on
it.”


 


“Well, you do know how to make an impressive entrance,
Mr. Wakefield.”  Olivia laughed out loud then.


 


“I’m still ‘Mr.’ to you, after all we have gone
through together?”  Logan quipped, feeling like he had just struck gold.  Prim
and proper Olivia Worthington, joking with him?  Well, life certainly was
taking a turn for the better, day by day.


 


He asked then, “Aside from enjoying my obvious
discomfort, did you ladies enjoy your breakfast?”  Logan had liked hearing
Olivia’s laughter, a rare sound indeed.


 


Olivia was dressed in a pale blue cotton day gown,
with tiny pearl buttons running down the front of the bodice, and white lace
enhanced the neckline.  Logan couldn’t stop enjoying the sight, but he realized
that if he mentioned how lovely she looked at that moment, she would probably
dart up the stairs to her room, so he held his thoughts.  


 


“Well?” She was tapping her dainty foot, and he
realized that she was speaking to him.


 


“I’m sorry, what was it you were saying?”  He blurted.


 


“I only said that the breakfast was delicious, and
asked if you were going back in the restaurant for hot coffee.  My uncle and
brother are in there now.”


 


“Oh, yes, of course.  That’s exactly where I was
headed.  Well…….I will see you ladies later.”  Logan gave Olivia a grin, and a
lingering look, then he turned to the restaurant.  


 


Olivia only nodded, gave Logan a brilliant smile, then
after another burst of laughter, she quickly walked toward the stairway.


 


“Adios, Señor.”  Maria waved at Logan, then followed
Olivia up the stairs, as she loudly declared, for everyone within hearing
distance to hear, “When Ricardo and I leave for our visit to relatives in
Mexico, I shall miss all further developments in this blooming romance, that
neither one of you will admit to.”


 


“Maria, really, I haven’t the slightest idea what you
are talking about.”  Olivia huffed, as she hurried up the stairway, though she
did let out a slight giggle, as she added, “He did look kind of…um…attractive
though, didn’t he?”


 


Maria just shook her head, and said, “You gringos, you
play games with this romance thing.  We Latinos, we are straightforward with
our feelings, and say what we feel, and you do not even address each other with
first names either.  For shame.”  She scolded.  


 


Once alone in her room, Olivia took in a deep breath,
and wondered why her heart was pounding so hard.  “Well,” she thought to
herself, “Since Logan Wakefield has sufficiently recovered; he does present a
rather devilishly handsome appearance, and those eyes of his.”  She sighed,
then caught herself, thinking.  “Come now, Olivia, you certainly are not besotted
with that rogue!  A cowboy at that!  Absolutely not!  Never!”


 


She walked across the heavily carpeted floor of the
room, and jerked open her valise, pulling out her umbrella.  She and Maria were
going shopping.


 


Ricardo was now clad in typical conservative western
wear, jeans, a blue plaid shirt, scuffed cowhide boots, and his flat brimmed
beat-up black cowboy hat hung on a nearby hook, as he lingered at the table in
the restaurant, over coffee and a long, possibly Cuban, cigar.  His dark
flashing eyes watched the movement of the smoke rings he blew towards the
ceiling, though in reality, he was also watching the patrons as they filed into
the restaurant for their morning meal.  Always alert, he had learned from an
early age to always be aware of his surroundings, though casual in appearance,
no one could guess the depth of his attentiveness.  


 


Dolly was busy now, pouring coffee at most tables,
then refilling cups, serving food as it was prepared in the kitchen.  She
enjoyed her customers, and even after years of waiting tables, she still felt
the restaurant to be near to a second home, and when she noticed the
white-haired Englishman enter the dining room with his nephew, she welcomed
them, and hurried to take their breakfast order, as she set two fresh cups on
the table and poured their coffee, then refilled Ricardo’s cup, before
returning to the kitchen.  


 


Garth explained that his wife, Bridgett had ordered
him to bring her breakfast to her on a tray when he returned, so that was just
what he would do.  “Always keep the ladies happy.”  He grinned.    


 


A while later Lord Beckford and Garth were heartily
putting away their own portions of breakfast, when Logan joined them at the
table, after first hanging up the dripping wet Stetson, then he said to
Ricardo, “Guess we’ll wait until the mercantile opens to pick up those
slickers, amigo.”


 


Logan noticed
Ricardo’s attire, and said, “Now you look like a real Texan, amigo.”


 


“At least I am not wearing the rainwater, as you
are.”  Ricardo retorted, “It seems to me that it would be a little late for you
to buy a slicker, it would serve no purpose now, as you are wearing half a
year’s rainfall, and have tracked the other half all over the floor.” 


 


Dolly spoke up, as she poured Logan’s cup full of the
steaming brew, “Oh we don’t mind a little water on the floor.  Won’t be the
first time, just look around,” she gestured toward the other guests, “they
ain’t exactly many other dry folks in here either.” She walked over to a nearby
table, and began taking more breakfast orders.  


 


Ricardo spoke up, “Logan, Garth and I have been
informing Señor Beckford as to where we deposited the cumbersome baggage last
night.”


 


“And just where was that?”  Logan asked, as he sipped
his coffee.


 


Dolly walked by again, gave Logan a flirtatious smile
then a wink, and left the room.


 


Ricardo laughed, “Oh, that señora, she likes you young
gringo cowboys.”


 


Garth hid a grin, as he changed the subject, “Back to
Henry  Adams.  As far as Ricardo and I are concerned, we treated the chap
bloody well, just like a perfect English gentlemen would, that is, once Ricardo
arrived outside the clinic, just as I was hauling old Henry from the back of my
horse.  Our Latino friend here only assisted me.”  


 


Beckford, raised an eyebrow, as he listened to the two
describe the previous evening’s events.  Ricardo took over the conversation,
“That Doctor O’Brien, he would not even allow either one of us to go into the
clinic with the ‘patient’.  He himself assisted Henry into the clinic, that is,
after he insulted both Garth and me.”


 


Logan asked, “Is that
possible?”


 


“H’mph!”  Garth grunted, then took over the telling,
“Yes, he did bloody well thank us for delivering the patient, then he had the
nerve to say we were……….how did he put it?”  Garth then looked to Ricardo for
help.


 


Ricardo put on his most hurt, bland expression,
“O’Brien, he said we were…..harassing, that was the word…….harassing his
patient.  His exact words, Señor.”


 


Logan chuckled, “You
two?  No!”


 


Garth added, “We even offered to drop by in the
morning to deliver Henry back to his boarding house, but Doc O’Brien wouldn’t
hear of it.  Said he’d only release the patient to ‘friendlier’ people.  Can
you beat that?  Now who is friendlier than yours truly and my Latino friend
here?”


 


Beckford raised a hand, “I believe we get your point,
nephew, and thanks for the input.  Though maybe the good doctor would rather
the county Sheriff picked up old Henry.”


 


“Now that’s a thought.”  Logan said, “Though Henry’s
probably left the sanctuary of the clinic by now anyway, probably the doctor
got tired of him, and made him leave.”  Logan leaned back in his chair,
thinking that Garth and Ricardo were holding back a few facts about the
delivery of the patient to the clinic, though they probably wouldn’t want to
hear more details anyway.  


 


Beckford was smiling to himself, and thinking, “How
did I manage to raise such a nephew as Garth?”  He made no further comment.  


 


The day’s plans were discussed, as the rain continued
to fall heavily, spattering against the side window of the room, and splashing
in from the outside entrance as folks continued to burst into the room, in a
hurry to escape the heavy downpour.  Some came through the hotel door from the
lobby, but most burst in off the boardwalk through the other entrance of the
restaurant.  


 


Instead of letting up, the showers commenced to get
heavier, and now thunder rolled heavily across the turbulent skies, with jagged
streaks of lightening bolts lighting up the whole area, striking repeatedly
somewhere off in the hills.  


 


This would not be a good day to be on the trail, with
the flooded arroyos and washes, and Logan finally voiced what they all had been
thinking.  “You know, sir,” he began, “these plans we have are good, but they
will still be good when the weather clears up.  It wouldn’t be right to risk a
ride up the trail with all the flooding going on.  Wouldn’t be safe, and we’d
be better off to postpone any travel in this weather.  We wouldn’t gain
anything by getting ourselves stranded out there along the trail somewhere, or
floating around in one of those flooded washes.”  


 


“You know this country better than I do, Logan.”  Beckford said.  “I was wondering the same thing.  I have never been known to be a
careless man.”


 


Garth nodded in hesitating agreement, as Ricardo
added, “I’ve seen cattle floating down arroyos a time or two, Señor, and much
as I hate to see another day go by, that those hombres have control of your
property, I believe it would be foolhardy to attempt travel in such weather.” 
He took a puff from his cigar stub, then snuffed it out on a plate, and
continued, “The mountains will be higher ground, but between here and there
will be washes running deep and the lightening is not safe.”


 


“We shall wait then.”  Lord Beckford decided.  “Let
those scoundrels worry a bit anyway.  I’m sure they know by now that something
is in the wind.”


 


Logan joined in, “The
boys up at the line shack have probably figured out that the turn in the
weather would prevent our chance of taking back the ranch today.”  


 


Beckford said, “I have always preferred the old saying
‘Tomorrow’s another day’.  And that just about sums it up; if the weather clears
up tomorrow, we ride that horse then, or whenever it does.”  


 


Ricardo chuckled, “Spoken like a true westerner,
amigo.  We shall make a westerner out of you yet, Señor.”  


Beckford chuckled, then mused, “Well, I suppose the
stage will be late today too because of the weather.  It wouldn’t be feasible
to travel in this weather for any reason.”


 


Just then the outside door opened to let in more
rainwater, and with a burst, Bart McCain, the older cowhand, friend of Cougar
Olson, stepped hurriedly inside the room, wearing a wet enough slicker, though
dripping more water onto the floor from his hat brim.
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After hanging up the wet slicker and hat, Bart McCain
scanned the room, and seeing Logan and Ricardo, along with Beckford, and noting
the huge one with the bushy auburn beard, he approached their table.


 


After being introduced to Garth, McCain shook hands all
around, then pulled up a chair from an empty table, and proceeded to speak in
hushed tones.  “Olson and that ranger fella rode on into the ranch, in the
middle of the night last night.  I just happened to be on hand, bein’ as I was
lined up for ridin’ fence today, but it seemed those two were up to something,
so me, I just lent an ear to what they had to tell.  Guess you might say, I was
plumb interested, so they clued me in on most everything.


 


“Now, Beckford, I feel most regretful if I, in any
way, had a part in wrong doin’.  I surely had no idea that Perkins wasn’t the
rightful owner of that spread.  An’ here I been drivin’ steers to the rails now
an’ again, and takin’ the bank drafts to him for the sales of them cattle. 
Proud I was that I was bein’ trusted like that, an’ here he’s the crooked one. 
Now that money should have been yours, an’ he’s livin’ high off it.  


 


“If you want I should take it ‘outta’ his hide, sir,
just you say the word.  Why me an’ Olson would be right proud to help you in
any way we can.”


 


Beckford waved his hand, and shook his white head, as
he said, “I appreciate your honesty McCain, but there is no way I could fault
you or any of the other honest hands for only doing your jobs as you saw fit. 
I am glad to know that you boys will stand by us as we recover my property. 
That’s all anyone could ask.  


 


“And as for the sales of the cattle, I’m not worried
about a few steers.  You boys had no idea what was going on, and were not at
fault.”  Beckford then asked, “Now, how in the world did you manage to get to
town from the ranch in this weather?”


 


“Well sir,” McCain answered, “It wasn’t easy.  But I
knew that it had to be done, and us cowhands sometimes don’t think ahead, we
just plow in an’ get it done.  Mostly I kept to high ground, avoiding the trail
where it was washed out, then when we had to, me an’ that horse we just up an’
started swimmin’ the rest of the way.  That mustang’s in a dry stall right now
in the livery stable, filling his belly up with oats.  He sure earned ‘em.


 


“Olson an’ Welby, they’re stayin’ at the bunkhouse,
an’ swore to Holderman that if he sent them back out in this weather, they’d up
an’ quit, so bein’ as that’d make ‘em shorthanded, Holderman backed down, an’
told ‘em to get some sleep.  Now Perkins and Holderman were holed up in the big
house, when I took off an’ slipped out of there in the rain.  Don’t think they
saw me ride off.”  


 


Logan asked, “How
about some of the other hands, McCain?  How do they feel?”


 


“No worry there.  Most of ‘em anyhow.”  McCain leaned
back in his chair and accepted the coffee that Dolly served him, when she moved
away, he added, “Most of the hands are out on the range, though probably holed
up in line shacks here and there right now.  Four others were in the bunkhouse,
an’ they swore they’d surely welcome a change around there, so if Perkins
thinks they’ll back ‘im, well then he’s another think comin’.  


 


“Those boys will stand off, ‘til you take over your
property.”  He chuckled then, “We even roused Hank, the cook, from his bed,
then after he was done a’cussin’ up a storm, from bein’ woke up in the middle
of the night, he realized what was goin’ on, then he just up an’ laughed his
head off, then fired up the cookstove in the kitchen, an’ made up a big pot of
coffee for us all.  


 


“He said he sure liked the original owner of the spread,
his name was a Beckford too, Sam Beckford, your kin Hank reckoned, an’ said he
couldn’t wait to meet you an’ tell you all about the old days of fightin’
injuns an’ rustlers right alongside ol’ Beckford.  So he’ll stand.  Hanks’s
solid all the way.


 


“Chester Burns, now he’s that assistant ramrod, he just
come a’stompin’ into the kitchen wantin’ to know what was goin’ on, an’ Hank,
he just looks at ‘im, an’ says, ‘Drinkin’ coffee.  You want a cup?’ Burns, he
just stomps back out the door, an’ headed back to that room of his behind the
stable.  Not sure where he’d stand, so we said nothin’.  He’s one ornery cuss,
whether or not he knows what’s goin’ on or not remains to be seen.  Well, after
coffee, I just saddled up that mustang, an’ slipped out of there.” 


 


McCain stopped talking long enough to take a deep
breath, then drink some of the hot coffee Dolly had put before him, then he
remembered, “Oh yes, that ranger fella, Welby, he said that if I made it here
all in one piece, to tell you all not to go out in this weather, an’ to just
hole up here.  Wait it out.  They’ll stay at the ranch, no matter what.  Me,
I’m gonna get me a room here an’ sleep for two days straight, or until you need
me.”


 


Just then Dolly brought in a heaping plate of hot
food, and set it before McCain, saying, “Eat up cowhand.  It’ll be good for
your old bones.”


 


McCain grinned at her, “Dolly sweetheart, you been
tellin’ me that for twenty years now, an’ my ol’ bones still ache.”


 


“Well, it’s no wonder they ache, the way you wander
around the country in all kinds of weather.”  She retorted, as she walked away.


 


Ricardo stood, sliding back his chair.”  Well, amigos.” 
He said, “Maria and Olivia wanted to go to the mercantile, even in weather such
as this.  I will see if I can talk them out of it.  If not, I shall escort
them.  Your niece, sir,” he said to Beckford, “she wishes to shop, but my
Maria, she only goes to the mercantile to antagonize the señora Lulu.” 
Laughing, he donned his hat, and walked over to the door leading into the hotel
lobby.


 


Garth raised an eyebrow, and asked, “What was that all
about?  And my sister apparently has a new hobby.  Shopping?  That isn’t the
Olivia I used to know.”  


 


“There is much, nephew, which you have missed out on
in these last years, and speaking of missing out on something, weren’t you
supposed to take your wife a tray of food?”  Beckford asked.  


 


Remembering, Garth immediately ordered a tray to be
prepared, thinking of the tongue-lashing he would get for taking so long.  


 


Logan was thinking of Olivia,
and he began making his own plans for the day, his green eyes becoming dreamy. 
First of all, as soon as he was sure that Ricardo had escorted the two ladies
to the mercantile, he was going to slip outside, unnoticed, and, rain or shine,
he was going to cut the fullest, brightest red rose off the front rose bush,
he’d seen blooming in the yard, just inside the front fence.  Then he was going
to go upstairs, and tie the red rose with a small strip of rawhide, to the door
handle of Olivia’s room.  


 


He wondered if, when she returned to her room, she’d
know who had put the rose there, and what would her uncle think?  Logan was, at times, too bullheaded to stop and care.  A while later, he had his chance,
and took care of the issue at hand, and proud of his accomplishment, he walked
quickly down the hall, but as he stepped away from her door, he didn’t see Lord
Beckford slipping back into his room smiling, after watching the whole
process.  This vacation was beginning to become interesting.  


 


Thankfully there was a hanging roof over the board
walk in front of the mercantile, and Olivia was able to close the umbrella she
had shared with Maria, then after shaking the water off of it, she followed
Maria into the store, as Ricardo who was now soaked to the skin, held open the
door.  


 


Several men lounging in front of the store on the
boardwalk, but under the overhang, watching the rain come down, also watched
Olivia and Maria as they entered the store, even after a scowl from Ricardo. 
They still looked.  It wasn’t often they saw ladies so attractive as these. 
Even though Maria was in her forties, she still held her youthful beauty well,
keeping Ricardo ever alert to other men’s glances in his wife’s direction.  


 


Logan was back
in his hotel room, when there was a light tap on his door, and when he opened
it he was handed a wire by the desk clerk, who told him that he had received
the reply to a wire Logan had sent, and he figured he’d want to see it right
away.


 


Logan thanked the
clerk, handed him a two-bit piece, and after closing the door, sat down to read
the message:


 


 


SON,


GLAD TO
HEAR FROM YOU.  WE WORRY BUT TRY NOT TO.  MA SAYS SHE’LL EXPECT YOU WHEN YOU
GET HERE, NOT UNTIL.  SURE IS TAKING YOU A LONG TIME TO COME HOME.  YOUR THREE FRIENDS
ARE HERE WORKING FOR ME.  GOOD MEN.  THEY NEEDED A BIT OF FATTENING UP THOUGH. 
 WE’RE WORKING ON THAT.


LOVE,


PA


 


Logan held onto the
wire and re-read it several times before putting it in his shirt pocket,
suddenly missing his parents and home, more than he had allowed himself to in
several years.  Somehow his thoughts again turned to Olivia, and he wondered
how she would like the vast broken hills of Wyoming, the sunsets, the windswept
prairie, and the glistening wet coats of wild mustangs after a sudden rain.  He
then shook his head to rid himself of mindless dreams.  She was not for him,
and once again he tried to make himself believe that fact, and wondered what he
had done, leaving a rose on her door.    


 


<><><> 


 


Clara Wilkens, owner of the Coyote Springs mercantile,
and Lulu’s sister, having sufficiently recovered from her recent illness, now
stood behind the counter, though Lulu was nowhere in sight, as Maria made her
way to the cluttered counter, which was laden with varieties of merchandise:
jars of peppermint sticks, small bags of tobacco, corncob pipes on a display
rack, several baskets of fresh fruit, and other last minute needs, along with
medicinal remedies for stomach ailments.    


 


“Señora,” Maria began, in her well-practiced accent,
of which she could assume at will, “Could I believe you to be Señora Lulu
Haskell’s sister, and owner of this wonderful establishment?”  


 


The petite Mrs. Wilkins, with the streaks of gray
enhancing her drab hair color, and the large flashing brown eyes, answered,
“Why of course, and you would be the Señora Maria Cortez.  My sister has spoken
often of you, and of your lovely friend, Olivia Worthington.  


 


“Lulu tells me you have shared many colorful stories
of your cooking experiences from around the continents, especially prize
recipes from south of the border.”


 


“Si, Señora,” Maria answered, “but please do not tell
me that Lulu is ill now also, although I am so pleased to meet you, her
sister.”  


 


“Thank you, pleased to meet you also, but no, my
sister is not ill, quite the opposite,” she answered, “she is visiting with a
guest, a gentleman caller, in the small parlor in the back of the store. 
Someone she has recently met and I felt that since she has been such a help to me
that she deserves some time off now that I am back on my feet.”  She continued,
“By the way, my name is Clara Wilkins and I would be honored if you would just
call me Clara.”


 


“Si, Señora Clara.  I will finish my shopping now, and
you may tell your sister that I inquired about her.  And when next I see her, I
shall give her yet another favorite recipe of mine, of which there are endless
supplies.”  Maria stated.  


 


Clara answered, “Of course Maria, and I am sure Lulu
will be most pleased to hear that.    I only hope that Lulu’s guest will take
the time to better acquaint himself with my sister though.  I wouldn’t want her
to make another mistake in a hasty marriage.  She always weds in haste, and
repents in leisure, as the old saying goes.  But then I shouldn’t be quick to
judge, her happiness is always the most important thing to me.”


 


She thought a moment, and then continued, “Not a day
goes by that I don’t miss my late husband, but then we had a wonderful
marriage.  My sister, on the other hand, has had such bad luck with husbands,
and I constantly advise her not to be so impulsive…….but then I am keeping you
from your shopping.”


 


Maria walked over to where Olivia was examining a pair
of woolen gloves on display with a matching scarf.  Olivia spoke quietly to
Maria, “I’m not sure, but I think I caught a glimpse of Henry Adams visiting
with Lulu in a room in back of the store, then Lulu walked over and closed the
door quickly.  I may have been mistaken, but it looked like his profile.”


 


Maria whispered, “It would be like her to strike up a
friendship with such a person.  Let us believe you were mistaken though, Señorita
Olivia.  However, we will keep the fact in mind.”  Olivia nodded, then
continued with her perusal of the merchandise.    


 


Ricardo loitered near the doorway, watching the rain
outside, which was creating puddles in the muddy road, also giving the lawns
and flowers, along with the spreading shade trees a good soaking.


 


Maria purchased a colorful lacy shawl for her trip to Mexico, and Olivia settled for the heavy gloves and scarf, telling Maria that her uncle had advised
her to dress warmly for the trip to Wyoming, which he had decided they would
surely take soon, and that the climate there was considerably cooler, as the
fall season was near.  


 


As Ricardo approached the counter to pay for Maria’s
purchases, Clara whispered to Maria, “My, that must be your husband.  I have
heard of him, quite a handsome caballero, that one.” 


 


Maria snickered, and whispered back, “Do not let him
hear you, Señora, his head, it is too big for his fat sombrero as it is.”  


 


Both women were laughing as Ricardo paid for Maria’s
purchases.  He dared not ask why.  He knew that she would never divulge the
secret of their whispering and laughter.  


 


Olivia graciously met Clara, then paid for her own
purchases, “Thank you so much, Clara.”  She said, then she followed Maria and
Ricardo to the door and after exiting the establishment, her umbrella went
hurriedly up, causing several loiterers to politely step out of the way for the
two ladies.  


 


Ricardo escorted them through the steady drizzle, across
the muddy road, back to the hotel, water dripping from his hat onto his wide
muscular shoulders.  He was already soaked to the skin anyway, so what was a
bit more moisture on his clothing.  He had wrapped up all of the purchases in
his new slicker to at least keep those items dry, and was sure Maria and Olivia
would appreciate that fact at least, no matter of his own discomfort.        


 


Olivia’s uncle, Claude Beckford, was standing on the
porch of the hotel, under the overhang, watching down the road, when they
approached, and Olivia asked, “Uncle, are you still watching for the stage?  I
don’t know what it is that you are waiting for, as you have asked everyone in
sight when the stage is due, and always they say that the weather has probably
held it up.  Just what is it that you are expecting, or is it that the arrival
of the stage is now an exciting event to you?”  


 


“You’ll see, my dear.”  He answered.  “I’ve told you
that I have ordered something to be delivered here on the stage, and it is
overdue.  That’s all.”  


 


“Well, it won’t be here any sooner just because you
insist on watching for it, why don’t you come in and rest for a while?  I’m
sure you will be notified of its arrival.”  Olivia smiled, and took her uncle’s
arm, attempting to lead him back inside where it was dry.


 


He patted Olivia’s arm, and said, “My dear niece, I’ll
see you later for lunch.  I shall just wait out here a bit longer.”  


 


Olivia dropped her hand from his arm, and looking
puzzled followed Maria and Ricardo into the hotel lobby, and out of the blowing
wet weather.  She said to no one in particular, “When my uncle sets his mind to
something, wild horses couldn’t drag him away.  Let him catch a chill then, and
it won’t be any of my doing.”  And she marched into the hotel lobby, nodded
farewell to Maria and Ricardo, then walking ahead of them, and lifting her
heavy skirts, quickly ascended the stairway to the upper hallway of the hotel,
then to her room.  As she reached for the door handle, she paused, staring at
the bright red rose, tied with a bit of rawhide to that object.


 


Maria had caught up with her just then, and said, “Señorita
Olivia, you have an admirer.  How romantic.  I wonder who it could be.”  And
she smiled to herself, just as Ricardo had reached the two women.  


 


“I……….I……..don’t know.”  Olivia stuttered, “Maybe,
someone has mistaken my room for someone else’s.”  She slowly untied the strip
of rawhide, and carefully took the flower in her hand, sniffing the delicate
aroma, her face slightly flushed.  


 


“No mistake.”  Ricardo acknowledged.  “A lovely flower
for a lovely señorita, and we can almost guess from whom the gesture was
made.”  He laughed, as he and Maria walked away, leaving Olivia to then quickly
enter her room, as she puzzled over the fragrant ‘gift’.  Once inside her room,
she took a deep breath, and leaned back against the door, holding the flower
petals in the palm of her hand, studying their softness.
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In spite of the heavy downpour which transformed the
small picturesque town into a muddy haven, its inhabitants into a bedraggled
lot, the parlor to the rear of the mercantile was a cozy nest, complete with
blazing logs in the large stone fireplace.


 


The parlor, though sparsely furnished, was tastefully
decorated, and the picture of comfort.  While Henry Adams, known as Henry
Birch, sat fidgeting nervously on the lavender flowered wingback chair, Lulu
Haskell sat comfortably upon a heavily upholstered, green velvet divan, her
eyes were puffy and red-rimmed, and she was using a white lace handkerchief to
pat her tear-filled eyes.  


 


Lulu’s sister, Clara, was tending customers in her
store, unaware of the emotional confrontation going on in her parlor, between
Lulu and her visitor.  Clara had thought the visitor could possibly be a
potential suitor of Lulu’s, though she herself had not much use for the man, as
he had been a customer of hers for several days now, and tended to be a rude,
obnoxious sort.  She did not trust him in the least, but then, she thought, ‘to
each his own’.  She couldn’t choose her sister’s friends for her.  


 


In the parlor, Lulu was near to shouting, as she tried
to hold on to her rising temper towards her guest.  “I can’t believe what you
have just told me about Mr. Claude Beckford, Mr. Birch.  It’s not as if I’ve
known the gent awhile, having just met him, and all.  He seemed to be a
rancher, dresses like one, even rides a horse.  He bein’ a titled gentleman, I
feel like such a fool, then to make matters worse, you come here flatterin’ me,
with all kinds of interest and compliments, and come to find out, all you’re
after is that Englishmen’s young niece!  Well, let me tell you something, Mr.
Henry Birch,” she sniffed indignantly, daintily patting her tearful eyes again,
then smoothing her red curls.


 


Henry broke in, “My dear,” he reached over and caressed
and  patted her hand, his heavy jowls bouncing as he spoke, “I have told you
the truth, and now that you and I understand each other,” his voice wavered
here, and he lowered his tone, “perhaps if this ‘Lord’s’ niece, my dear
betrothed Olivia, were not so protected by her uncle,” he hesitated there
before continuing, then with a deep sigh, “such a lovely lady as yourself could
assist me…..”  


 


Lulu broke in, “Cut the flattery, Mr. Birch, and just
get to the point, what is it you’re getting at?  What devious plan are you
attempting to involve me in?”  She sputtered, with tear-filled eyes, gazing
thoughtfully at this new acquaintance of hers, beginning to view him in a new
light.  Her distrust of this man was building.  


 


Henry tried again, as if talking to a small child who
didn’t understand a lesson, “Now that you and I understand each other, we can
work together in our pursuits, yourself wreaking vengeance, and at the same
time, I will be able to reclaim my Olivia.”


 


“I’m not sure we do understand each other.”  Lulu
spoke slowly as her tears were fast drying up, though her anger was steadily
rising.  “Who said I wanted to wreak vengeance?”


 


“Dear Lulu, of course you do, and I can well
understand your feelings.  This titled uncle of Olivia’s has broken us up for
the last time.  It’s time I did some form of retaliation myself.  If you will
be sensible and assist me in ridding the world of his bothersome presence, I’m
sure even Olivia would thank you.  Don’t you see she is under his protection at
all times?”  He smirked, satisfied that his scheme was finally working, surely
Lulu understood the situation now, and would help him.  He sat back resting
comfortably in the soft chair now, sure of his success.  


 


His meaning finally hit Lulu Haskell like a ton of
bricks.  “Are you insane?”  She jumped up off the divan, shouting loud enough
to be heard in the next town.  “Why I’ve never heard of such a devious
scheme.”  


 


“But my dear…,” Henry began.


 


“Don’t you ‘My dear’ me, you half-baked, saggy-faced
old Casanova.  I wouldn’t be a party to any scheme of yours for all the tea in China, now get outta’ here, before I call the town Marshal, and tell him what you’re up
to.”


 


Henry arose from the chair backing towards the doorway
in disbelief.  He had planned so carefully, once he’d met this woman, sure she
would cooperate.  Was he slipping in his judge of characters?  Was his charm
losing its appeal?  


 


Across the wet and muddy road, in front of the hotel,
stood the object of their heated discussion.  Lord Claude Beckford stood tall,
his silver hair gleaming of the damp weather.  He anxiously awaited the overdue
stagecoach, standing under the low-hanging roof of the hotel, on the boardwalk,
along with several other townsfolk, though he was deep in thought, wishing the
stage would appear.  


 


The quiet of the afternoon was disrupted by the hasty,
yet noisy departure of Henry Adams from the Mercantile.  Lulu, his hostess of
the last two hours, was in the process of shoving him bodily out the doorway,
her lusty voice screeching loudly at him during the procedure.  Lulu had had a
chance meeting with Henry just that morning, at the local Doctor’s small clinic
down the road, when she had stopped by to pick up a headache powder she had
requested, and had met Mr. Birch there.


 


They seemed to hit it off at first, and after a few
soft spoken words from the middle-aged opportunist, Lulu had invited him for
early afternoon tea in her sister’s parlor.  They could discuss his injury, and
compare their own problems.  Lulu, always open for flattery, could see nothing
wrong in having a gentleman caller, again sympathizing with Henry for his
injury received from some ill-bred cowhand, who had shot at him while out
target shooting.  


 


The visit had not gone at all smoothly, and now the
pair were in the midst of a heated discussion on the walkway in front of the mercantile. 
While Henry was attempting to raise a borrowed umbrella, so he could head down
to his room at the boarding house, Lulu screeched, “Mr. Birch, I can well
understand why that young cowhand chose you for target shooting.  Furthermore,
if I had a gun right now, I’d shoot you myself.”  Henry tried one more time,
“My dear, it pains me greatly that you misunderstood my intentions, and what I
told you was in strictest confidence, and here you are crudely airing my
private affairs to this entire ill-bred community.


 


“Maybe the whole town would like to know just what
kind of a scoundrel you really are.  Need I say more?” She shouted, as Henry
then turned to go.  A few snickers were heard from bystanders, as Lulu used
both hands to raise her heavy skirts, then lifted one button-down shoe,
planting it carefully onto Mr. Birch’s flabby backside, and giving a hearty
shove, to almost send him sprawling, as he stepped quickly down into the muddy
road.  Not even bothering to raise the umbrella over his head, he took off
running through the mud.  


 


Lulu screamed after his departing figure, “And as for
your plans, Mr. Birch, I would never have a part in anything so devious, and
you, sir,” with this she screeched all the louder for the whole town to hear,
“you are aimin’ a bit high in your pursuit of that gent’s niece. You need to
look into a mirror.  I ain’t much, but even I wouldn’t give you the time of
day, and mister, I ain’t never, ever goin’ to be that desperate. Now you run,
and you keep on arunnin’.”  


 


Lulu turned to look at a bewhiskered man who appeared
to be a miner, standing under the roof, and shook her forefinger under his
nose, saying, “I sure have a tendency to misjudge men’s characters.” Then she
looked at some of the other men who were snickering, and said, “As for the rest
of you idiots, mind your own damned business.”  Then she stomped back into the
store, not realizing that the town had not had this much entertainment since
the last circus had come through two years before.  Now she would be the topic
of discussion for many years to come.  Henry better leave town now, if he knew
what was good for him, the town hadn’t had a good hanging in awhile either.    


 


Inside the store, Lulu approached the counter, where
Clara was working.  “”The nerve of that man.”  She said to her sister.  Clara
looked at her questioningly, as Lulu continued, “I have just decided, sister
dear, that working here with you in this store isn’t the worst thing that could
happen to me after all.  It’s a respectable position, and better than listening
to some middle-aged, over-the-hill Casanova moaning over some young beauty who
wouldn’t even wipe her dainty little feet on him.”


 


“Well spoken, sis.  Welcome home.”  Clara smiled and
reached over the counter to clasp her sister’s hand.


 


Lulu glanced back over her shoulder, to gaze out the
front window to where a few folks stood awaiting the overdue stage, then let
out a deep sigh of resignation.


 


Lord Beckford had been puzzled by the loud disturbance
from across the road, and wondered what Henry Adams had been up to now, but
then his thinking was distracted by the loud creaking of the oncoming stage, as
horses’ hooves clattered heavily across the wooden bridge, at the edge of town,
then within seconds the vehicle pulled up in front of the hotel/stage stop,
sloshing mud every which way.  A disheveled bunch, the passengers, as they
slowly and achingly alit from the stage interior into the still-pouring heavy rainfall
and Lord Beckford grinned appreciatively at the bedraggled, frowning
middle-aged lady, as she alit the vehicle, and then glared in his direction.  


 


Noticing his western garb, she moaned aloud.  “I see
those injuns haven’t scalped that white head of yours yet, you old scoundrel,
you.”  She snapped, as her heavy mud-soaked skirts followed her to the
walkway.  Lord Beckford took her arm, then grabbed her two small valises in one
hand from the walk, where the driver had set them, and whispered into her ear,
“I believe, my dear Amelia, that little temper of yours is why I love you so
desperately.  Quite a refreshing change from the sniveling, gushing females of London society.”  


 


Her lips quivered in a half smile, as she whispered
back, “Oh shut up, you old fool.”


 


<><><> 


 


A steady rapping on her door awoke Olivia from a
restful nap.  The first thing she saw when she sleepily opened her eyes, was
the lovely rose sitting in a vase on the dresser.  She’d fallen asleep with a
smile on her lips.  The rapping continued, and as she remembered her uncle’s
warning to always ask before opening her door, she called, “Who is it,
please?”  


 


A very agitated female voice answered, “Olivia, are
you alright?  Open this door immediately.”   It couldn’t be, but it sounded
like….Olivia quickly turned the key in the lock, then flung open the door, just
before a bedraggled Amelia, all the way from England, hurried in and grabbed
Olivia in a bearlike hug.  All Olivia could do at this point was sputter,
choking back a sob.  


 


“Amelia….how in the world did you get here?”  


 


“The same way you did, child.  Now just let me take a
look at you.”  The older woman stepped back, and eyed Olivia up and down.  This
was the most pleasant surprise Olivia could imagine.  She had loved this woman
as a second mother, for so many years.  Amelia had given so much time and love
to caring for Olivia and Garth, that they often wondered if they deserved it.  


 


”Uncle Claude,” she laughed, as he stepped into the
room toting two small valises, “You knew all along that Amelia would be
following us here, didn’t you?”  


 


“No, Niece, to be honest, I had discussed it with her,
but we hadn’t come to a decision when we left.  I sent her a note, just before
you and I boarded the Silver Princess, as I had decided at the last minute,
that you probably would like her for a companion.  I had planned on asking
Maria and Ricardo to travel with us, but wasn’t sure if they would agree.  And
then there was Logan, and I knew you would need a female companion with you
after all.”  With this, Claude chuckled.  


 


Amelia looked at Claude, “Logan?  Logan who?”  She
continued to stare at Claude.  “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”  Her
brown eyes were snapping sparks now.  When neither spoke, she said, “Oh well,
shame on you anyway, Lord Beckford, for dragging my Olivia to this God-for-saken
no-man’s land.”  She turned back to Olivia, “Are you sure you’re alright,
dear?”  She worriedly asked.


 


“Of course, dear Amelia.  In fact I couldn’t be better,
especially now that you are here.  Speaking of being alright, your clothes are
soaking, and I can see that I’m going to be taking care of you for a change.” 
Olivia smiled.


 


“Nonsense child, I didn’t follow you across this
uncivilized land for you to care for me.”


 


“You will have absolutely no say in the matter.  I am
so glad you are here.”  She turned to her uncle.  “Uncle Claude, will you order
hot water to be brought up……oh, and an extra bed to be set up in here, along
with linens, towels, then maybe a pot of hot tea?”  


 


“Of course, Ollie.”  He turned to go, then looked back
at Amelia with a smile, winked at her secretively, then hastened down the
hallway.  Amelia actually blushed, then to cover up, she said, “Bloody old
fool.”  Olivia looked puzzled for a moment, and then smiled in understanding,
as the rain continued to pour outside the warm comfort of the room.  


 


The rain continued for two more days, only
occasionally letting up, while Olivia enjoyed conversing with Amelia, and
introducing her around.  Of course Garth got a tongue lashing from the older
woman, for not returning home to the manor in all those years, but deep down,
they were both glad to finally be together and she felt that Garth couldn’t
have chosen better in a wife than Bridgett.  She, if it could be done, would
certainly tame this young man, once and for all.  


 


When Amelia had met Logan at dinner that evening, her
woman’s intuition told her that this was one fine young man, and she also noted
Olivia’s demure, then at times antagonistic, attitude toward him.  However,
after conversing with Maria in private, this Latino Señora certainly had her
own opinions on the subject of romance; she decided to just let matters follow
their own course.  Olivia had waited all her life for this, and she had hoped
she would choose well.  Though the course of true love never ran smooth, she
hoped there wouldn’t be too many battle scars left on each participant.  


 


On the third day after Amelia’s arrival, the sun
managed to peek bravely from behind the few remaining clouds, and the town’s
citizens were finally able to leave umbrellas and slickers behind, as they
began a steady cleanup of yards, walkways, and roads.


 


Plans for re-claiming the Triple-B had been postponed until
the weather had cleared.  Bart McCain, the older ranch hand, had ridden out to
the ranch early figuring to talk to Cougar Olson and Ranger Welby.  It had been
decided that in such weather, nothing much could have changed with the ranch
situation, though now he needed to see how things were going.


 


Arroyos still seemed to be running full, but McCain
would keep to high ground, and was familiar with the trail.  His horse, after
several days in the stable, and full of oats, was raring to go and straining at
the bit.  


 


<><><> 


 


Henry Adams had not been seen around town since his
‘visit’ with Lulu.  However the doctor had gone by the boarding house twice to
change the bandage, and check Henry’s wound, which, he informed folks, was
healing nicely.  The doctor’s opinion of his patient was wisely kept to
himself, though deep down, he began to see this character as nothing less than
shady, however entertaining, according to local gossip.  He wouldn’t be at all
saddened to see the varmint leave town on the next stage.


 


A few citizens had even suggested taking up a
collection to buy the middle-aged Casanova a ticket, but they couldn’t decide
where to send him.  One fellow suggested a one way ticket to the nearest Apache
camp, but, on a more serious note, had added that he didn’t “think that would
be on the stage route”.  News of the man’s evil intentions had somehow made the
local grapevine and now more folks than usual were carrying arms for protection. 
They said, in case ‘dangerous’ ole’ Henry decided to purchase another one or
two-shot derringer. 


Claude and his nephew, along with Logan and Ricardo,
had just finished an early breakfast in the hotel restaurant, and were now on a
second cup of coffee, as Ricardo lit up a long cigar.  “Well, what do you say, Señor
Claude?  Shall we pay this attorney Phillips a visit?”  He asked.  


 


“I believe we have put off seeing the chap long
enough. We’ve let him stew a few days longer than planned.”  Claude’s blue eyes
twinkled, enjoying the thought.


 


After taking a swallow of the strong coffee, Logan joined in, “I’ll enjoy seeing that crooked lawyer try to explain himself out of the
mess he’s gotten himself into.”


 


“Uncle Claude,” Garth began, as he settled his coffee
cup into the saucer, “when we go, we should go together, quietly and early, as
we spoke of last night.  That is before the ladies come down for breakfast.  If
I know my wife, and I do, I know she’ll not want to be left out of this
venture.  I’ve kind of spoiled her and now it’s hard to say ‘no’ to her, short
of tying her up that is.”  


 


Claude chuckled at the thought of his nephew’s
strong-willed wife wrapping his nephew around her dainty little finger, much
less the thought of Garth actually tying her up.  That would be the day.  “I
know what you mean, Garth.  What do you say we head down the road a bit, get
this thing over with?”  


 


Ricardo joined in, “I asked Maria to try to keep
Olivia and Bridget engaged in conversation for as long as she can, then when
they do come down to breakfast, Dolly can inform the ladies that we all had an
‘errand’ to run.”  


 


“Good enough.”  Claude stated.  “Let’s go boys.”  


 


Logan led the way out
the door, anxious to face this Claybourne Phillips.  He hadn’t liked the man
the first time he’d seen him, and was sure he would like him even less now.  


 


Claude had already spoken to the town marshal of
Coyote Springs, Dayton Rhodes, and in case of trouble in town, the marshal was
available, but anything occurring outside of the town limits, would have to be
handled by Sheriff Paul Denton, although chances were that this was a private
matter, and neither the marshal nor the Sheriff would be needed.


 


Marshal Rhodes had mentioned, off-hand, that he had
thought it a bit strange at the time many years ago how someone like Perkins,
who was near penniless, could afford a thriving ranch like the Triple-B, but
hadn’t felt it was his concern at the time.  Ownership would have had to be
questioned in court, and Marshal Rhodes certainly knew the law, but was,
admittedly, unfamiliar with most legal proceedings; the same with Sheriff
Dayton.  


 


Should the local ‘outcast’ Henry Birch, in any way,
bother Claude’s niece, that’s when the marshal, and the sheriff, would step
in.  Henry didn’t know what he was dealing with.  Bothering a lady in any part
of the west, especially Texas, was the ultimate of crimes, and took precedence
over just about anything, short of murder, even bank robbery and cattle
rustling weren’t considered as bad.  


 


Logan Wakefield, for the last few days, had been
quietly watching for Henry to show his face anywhere near the hotel where
Olivia was staying.  He had his own way of dealing with men of Adams’ brand, and he hadn’t forgotten how either.


 


<><><> 


 


As the four men crossed the road, then headed towards
the small law office of Clayborne Phillips, Claude mentioned his previous talk
with Sheriff Dayton.  “This Dayton is a nice enough chap, probably a good
Sheriff too.”  He explained, “He said he could help remove a squatter from the
ranch, if necessary, but as far as getting a posse together to remove that
Perkins chap, he didn’t think that many townsfolk would go up against the
ornery bloke.  They seem to think that Perkins is one tough character.”  


 


Logan, Garth and
Ricardo all laughed at that thought, and Ricardo offered, “I think we make our
own posse, no?”  


 


The others nodded in full agreement, as they reached
the door of the small law office, which was only a short walk from the hotel,
and across the road, also situated right next to a ladies’ dress shop, in a
false-fronted building.  Potted plants lined the boardwalk, and the small
fenced yard was clean and well-kept.  ‘ATTORNEY AT LAW” the sign over the door
said, so with Logan leading, the four men just plowed right on into the room.


 


Attorney Phillips was caught off guard, and frowned at
the intrusion.  He was seated behind a well-polished large oak desk, and had
been in the middle of a serious discussion with none other than Jinx Holderman,
ramrod of the Triple-B.  


 


Logan spoke first,
“Been mistreatin’ any horses lately, Mr. Phillips?”  He couldn’t resist riling
the man right off.  


 


“You, is it?”  Clayborne Phillips shoved back his
chair, and stood quickly.  “Shouldn’t you be out on a range somewhere herding
cattle?  Leave my office at once!” He shouted.


 


“I kinda’ like it here, looks mighty cozy with just
the two of you sittin’ here like this.”  Logan drawled, as he moved further
into the room, to allow the rest of his group to enter.


 


Jinx Holderman sputtered, half rising from his chair,
then pointed at Logan, “What’s the meaning of this intrusion?”  Then he noticed
Ricardo who had moved around to the side of Logan, “You……you two no longer work
for the Triple-B, so you have no business here.”  He shouted, as he caught the
cigar that had been stuck in the side of his mouth, and had fallen out when he
spoke.  


 


Logan answered, “You
may as well sit back down, Holderman, because we’ve a bit of discussion here to
tend to, an’ it may take awhile.  Wouldn’t want you to tire yourself half out
of that chair like you are.”  While Logan spoke, he was casually resting his
right hand on the butt of the .45 Colt, which sat loosely in its holster.  He
liked the old familiar feel of that six-gun, after eight long years, and now he
felt right at home again.  Ricardo held his Winchester 17-shot repeater rifle
in his right hand, and Lord Beckford wore a smile as well as his holstered
colt.  


 


Garth wore his large intimidating presence well, along
with the double-barreled shotgun he held.  


 


“This is a private meeting.”  Phillips blustered, his
voice a little shaky.  “You’ll have to make an appointment.”


 


“We just cut ourselves in on this ‘private’ meetin’.” 
  Logan answered.  “Just made ourselves an appointment too.”  


 


“I’ll call the Marshal.”  Holderman offered.


 


“Huh uh.”  Logan retorted.  “The Marshal happens to be
right busy at the moment, havin’ his coffee at the restaurant, an’ said to tell
you nice folks to not bother him for a few hours, that is unless some brave
fella gets himself into a squabble, then he’ll send the undertaker over.”  


 


Holderman stuck the bent cigar back into the side of his
mouth, glaring.


 


Phillips was outnumbered, and knew it would do no good
to call for assistance.  Most of the folks in town didn’t care much for him,
for some reason or other, besides; they probably would just crowd around to
watch the ‘show’.  The odds were against him, and he didn’t care much for the
way that auburn-haired, bearded giant was eyeing him.  He seemed to be an army
all in himself, and would be one tough opponent in battle.  He didn’t like the
way the big man was handling that shotgun so carelessly either.  


 


Phillips sat back down, and his manner was almost
laughable, as he tried to straighten his shoulders, and puff out his chest,
looking more like a banty rooster in a hen house, than a lawyer.  His tone of
voice was pathetic when he spoke again.  “Folks, this is a business office, and
I’m sure that any problem that you have, can be straightened out reasonably.” 
Then he seemed to notice Lord Beckford for the first time, and now looking him
up and down, he said, “I don’t believe we have met, sir.”  


 


Beckford stepped forward, and extended his hand across
the desk, “How do you do, old chap.  Allow me to introduce myself.  I am Lord
Claude Beckford, recently from England; you have been managing my property for
me for over ten years now, and I have come to view my holdings, and take possession
of the Triple-B.  So I believe this so-called private meeting with my foreman
here, Mr. Holderman, does concern me in the fullest.”  


 


Holderman half-arose from his chair again, “Now see
here….”  He began.  Logan walked over, and gently tapped him on the shoulder,
“Sit back down, Jinx.  You’re up to your big ears in this thing, and you know
it.”  He stated.


 


Phillips ignored Lord Beckford’s outstretched hand, as
he stuttered, “Why……why Lord Beckford.  This is absurd, impossible!  Why you
sold that ranch years ago to a Mr. Woody Perkins, who has been in possession
ever since.  Perhaps you are forgetful, sir.”


 


“Do my monthly statements from you lie, Mr. Phillips,
doctored as they appear to be?  They are on file in one of my offices, back in London.  Perhaps you, yourself, are the forgetful one.”  Then Beckford continued, “Oh, and
by the way, just a small matter has come to my attention.”  And here he leaned
over the desk, “Not that I need the money, but every cent that ranch has earned
is part of my niece and nephew’s inheritance, and it doesn’t set well with me
when my family is cheated.  Just where are all those bank drafts for the sale
of cattle that’s been driven to the rail yards, and sold to buyers.  You will
give me an accounting for each head of cattle that has been sold in the last
ten years, or it will all be taken out of your hide, sir.”  Lord Beckford
stepped back.


 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  Phillips
was worried, and the strain now showed on his face, as he tried to defend
himself, “It isn’t my fault them outlaws rustled stock.  I can’t be responsible
for that.”  Then he realized what he’d just said.  “Well, anyway I don’t know
anything about any sale of cattle.”  


 


“You mean you didn’t get your cut out of the money
made from each cattle drive?”  Lord Beckford’s ire was up now that he faced
this attorney that he had trusted for so many years.  The man was obviously
guilty.


 


“”Uncle Claude,” Garth broke in, “let’s get this over
with, and haul these two gents out to the ranch.  Some of the town’s folks tell
me that a good way to hold trial is to find a good solid oak tree, and a good
sturdy rope, then they just hold a quick trial under that oak tree.  Saves a
lot of time for the district judge, who hates to travel too much anyway, with
injuns prowling around and all.”  


 


“Now see here.”  Holderman growled.  “I’ll have the
law on you.”  


 


Garth scratched his head and said, “It seems the law’s
busy right now, with Marshal Rhodes having his coffee, then Sheriff Dayton had
to go sudden-like out of town for a few days, maybe a week.  As I said before,
the marshal don’t want to be bothered for a few hours.”


 


“No, Garth.”  Logan began seriously, “I think the marshal
said not to bother him for a few days, not hours.  He’s working on a case right
now, that is, he will be after he has his coffee, and while he’s busy doing all
that, he also has volunteered to keep an eye on some of the ladies at the
hotel.  Who knows how long their men will be out of town, and we all wouldn’t
want our womenfolk to be unprotected, now would we?”  


 


Logan took off his black, flat-brimmed Stetson,
smoothed out the crown, then slapped it back onto his head of thick black wavy
hair, and said, “Let’s go fellas, we’ve got some ridin’ to do.  Okay with you,
Claude?”


 


Back at the hotel, Olivia and Amelia had just seated
themselves in the restaurant, with Maria and Bridgett following.  The waitress,
Dolly, walked over with a pot of tea in one hand, and the coffee pot in the
other.  After setting down the teapot, she took out a letter from her apron
pocket, handing it to Olivia.  “From your uncle, dearie.”  She stated, then
walked over to a counter to pick up cups, saucers and spoons.  


 


In a shadowed far corner of the room, his back to the
wall, sat Marshal Dayton Rhodes, drinking coffee from a flowered china cup. 
The marshal liked his job, and it seemed to get more interesting as the years
flew by.  He also liked his coffee, hot as Hades, black as ebony and strong
enough to melt leather.  In fact his greatest joy in life was drinking a nice
cup of coffee in the town restaurant, and most folks knew that even the most
urgent business could wait until his two-hour coffee session was over.  The
rest of the day he was hard at work, patrolling the area, then around four in
the afternoon, another two hours were spent with his booted feet on his
battered desk, in the town jail, taking a siesta, then dinner at the
restaurant, after which, he would spend the rest of the night watching the
saloons in town, ready to haul any disorderly drunks off to spend the night at
the expense of the town, at least long enough to sober up, then pay a small
fine the next morning.  


 


It was a good town, and most of the inhabitants liked Marshal
Rhodes.  Easy-going as he may appear, the ones who didn’t like him had soon
learned to at least accept him, otherwise the marshal’s bad side would come
‘out to play’.  He’d been a lawman most of his forty-five years, the adult
years anyway, and didn’t know much of anything else, except maybe ranching,
that which he’d tried his hand at a time or two.  


 


Now Sheriff Paul Denton, on the other hand, was a
no-nonsense lawman, and folks knew where they stood with him right from the
start.  A tough man by all western standards, and only a fool would tangle with
him.  A tall man, six-three in his stocking feet, and all two-hundred plus
pounds of him was solid muscle.  Though as everyone else, even the Sheriff had
to have his time ‘away from it all’, so about once every month or so, Sheriff
Denton was suddenly called out of town for a few days, and no one would ask
questions as to where or what.  Usually after three or four days, the Sheriff
would return looking rested, and with a whole string of fish for the cook at
the restaurant to fry up.  


 


After a discussion with Lord Beckford that morning,
the Sheriff had suddenly been ‘called out of town for a few days’.  


 


<><><> 


 


Olivia opened the note from her uncle.  “Well, I guess
we’re to be going to the ranch before long.”  She stated.  “Uncle Claude,
Garth, Ricardo, and um….Logan have left to reclaim the Triple-B.”


 


“Si,” Maria offered, “Ricardo has told this to me.  He
said they may be gone overnight though.  Not to worry if it is longer.”


 


“Yes, Uncle Claude said as much in the note.  I just
hope no one is hurt.”


 


“Hurt, huh!”  Amelia snapped, as she briskly stirred
her tea.  “I’ve had a chance to size up that brother of yours, Olivia, and with
the strength of Ricardo, Claude, and that Logan fellow, I think Garth will be
the icing on the cake.  That boy has put on nothing but muscle since leaving
Beckford Manor years ago.  Yes, someone definitely may be hurt, but it surely
won’t be any of our men.”  


 


“Our men?”  Olivia mused aloud.  “Yes, I believe you
are right Amelia, dear.”  


 


“Yes, child.  I’ve seen the way you look dreamy-eyed
at that chap Logan.”  


 


Blushing, Olivia retorted, “I most certainly do not. 
Talk about dreamy-eyed.  I’ve seen the looks that have passed between you and
my uncle, for years now.  And just when were you two planning on coming out in
the open with this behind the scenes romance of yours?  Huh, when?”  Olivia
lifted her tea cup to her lips, and took a sip of hot tea, as Dolly came over
to take their breakfast order.  The conversation began again as soon as Dolly
had walked away.  


 


Flustered, Amelia tried to pass off Olivia’s remarks,
“Mercy, Olivia, you are such a dreamer!  You truly don’t know what you are
saying.  Heavens, Lord Beckford and me?” 


 


“Yes, dear Amelia.  You and my uncle Claude.  Everyone
on the whole estate knew what was going on between you two.  You weren’t
fooling any of us for one moment.  Oh and by the way….”  She was enjoying this
now, “for your information, dear Amelia, just about every widow and spinster in
  London have set their caps for Uncle Claude, and even a woman who rode the
stage with us and is living here in town now, seemed to want to latch onto
him.  You’d better to some latching on yourself, before someone else does. 
That’s all I can say.”  


 


“Oh, mercy, Olivia.”  Amelia took a sip of tea to calm
her suddenly shattered nerves.  


 


Bridgett, Garth’s lovely red-haired wife, had been
drinking her tea, and been very quiet up to a point, though now she suddenly
let out a laugh, “Oh the trials and tribulations of romance.  I wanted your
brother, Garth, Olivia, so I just reached out and grabbed, using all the
feminine wiles I could come up with.  It seems to have worked.  Stop playing
games.  If you want a man, can’t live without him, just reach out and grab.”


 


Olivia blushed a very becoming pink.  “Now that sounds
so crude……I couldn’t possibly……anyway, we……..we’re worlds apart.  It would
never work in a million years.”  


 


Bridgett went on, not in the least discouraged, “Who
now has a million years, I ask?  If you’re dreaming day and night of this
bloke, and believe me, Olivia, I have seen this Logan.  Quite a looker, that
one.  If you don’t latch onto him soon, some lonely lass will.  If I wasn’t so
madly in love with Garth, I’d go after ‘im myself.”  


 


“Really, Bridgett, really.”  Olivia was suddenly
speechless.  


 


“Oh come on now, Olivia.  Maria told us all about the
rose that was left on your door handle.  It’s obvious the man has strong
feelings for you too.”


 


Maria joined in, “I have told the Señorita, you
gringos have such a strange way of romance.  We Latinos, we don’t waste time
playing games.”


 


“Yes, Maria, of course.  And I have heard all about
your games with Ricardo, before you latched onto him.  Say no more.”  Olivia
retorted.






[bookmark: _Toc356213226]CHAPTER 15


 


Marshal Rhodes was enjoying his second cup of coffee,
seated at his favorite table in the corner of the restaurant.  The weather was
clearing nicely outside; he hadn’t had to haul any drunks off to jail in almost
four days, and the bank had not been robbed in almost six months.  Life was
good.  Now he’d been put in the position of keeping watch over four lovely
ladies.  It was a tough job, but someone had to do it.


 


Rhodes had been amused
by the lively conversation going on at the ladies’ table, he couldn’t hear what
was being said, but didn’t need to, as it was obviously a private
conversation.  Now getting back to his plans for the day, as well as keeping a
sharp eye on the ladies, should they venture outside.  


 


Rhodes planned on
following the movements of a certain Henry Birch.  The man was obviously up to
no good, and Marshal Rhodes was nearing the point of putting him on the stage
going out of town, any which way it was headed.  Birch hadn’t shown his face
outside of the boardinghouse for several days now, but the marshal had spotted
him outside right after daylight, staring off in the direction of the hotel
where the ladies were staying.  It would pay to watch that fella closely.  


 


There was not much going on in Coyote Springs that the
marshal didn’t hear about, or see for himself.  Rhodes had watched from the
side restaurant window earlier, while the four men had ridden out of town, with
 Logan leading on his sturdy roan gelding, and he’d noticed how Logan held his rifle across the saddle.  Smart man, that Logan Wakefield.  He’d seen
Attorney Phillips and Jinx Holderman, being loaded into the rented buggy, and
Holderman protesting about riding in the rig.  A gentle, but firm prod from the
double barrel of Garth’s shotgun, had gained Holderman’s full cooperation.  


 


Rhodes chuckled to himself, knowing that when this
thing was settled, Attorney At Law Phillips wouldn’t be practicing law anywhere
near this part of the territory again, and he seriously doubted the man would
get too many clients in the future; news tended to spread like wildfire in the
west, and surely the man’s reputation would precede him, wherever he went.  


 


At the Triple-B Ranch, Woody Perkins stood in the
parlor of the large ranch house, facing his daughter.  “You heard what?”  He
shouted, “Just what are you sayin’?”  


 


“You heard me, pa.  But I’ll say it again.”  Trudy sat
down on the settee, and said, “I just heard that you don’t really own this
ranch.  None of it.  Now where did that rumor come from?  Why are the hands
sayin’ things like that?  I happened to be outside the window of the bunkhouse,
an’ heard what they were sayin’.  They didn’t know I heard.  But Hank, the cook
was there, an’ I heard him say that ‘Maybe we should get Trudy out of the
house, before the shootin’ starts.’  What’s goin’ on pa?”  She looked up at her
father questioningly.


 


“Trust me, daughter.  I don’t know.  Only the other
day, when that attorney Phillips come out to the ranch, he said there’s been a
stranger in town, a foreigner.  Looked like he was fixin’ to try to steal this
ranch, maybe has some kind of fake claim.”  Perkins blustered, disgusted that
Trudy had to hear about this problem.  


 


“How could he?”  She was seriously worried.  “You
bought this ranch over ten years ago, all legal like too.  Even I remember
that, and I was just a kid.”  She wailed.


 


“That’s just it, daughter.  You don’t understand. 
That blasted Clayborne Phillips told me just the other day that he never done
recorded that deed at the county seat.  Never got around to it, he said.”  


 


“Maybe because it wasn’t a legitimate sale.  Is that
why, pa?  You do have that piece of paper in your safe, don’t you pa?  The
deed, you showed it to me yourself, years ago.”


 


“Course I do, Trudy.  Now don’t you worry your little
head about any of this.  I’m sure it will be straightened out, soon as
Holderman gets back from town.  I sent him to see Phillips early this morning;
he should be getting back any minute now, with good news.”  Perkins’ expression
denied the words.  He was worried, plenty.  


 


Trudy arose from the settee, and stared at her
father.  Did she even know this man?  


 


“Alright, daughter.”  Her father said, after a moment
of thought.  “I may as well admit it; we’re in trouble.  But, Trudy…don’t you
see?”  His eyes looked fierce, as he shouted, “Don’t you see, I did it for
you?”


 


Backing away, Trudy asked hesitantly, “What, pa?  What
did you do?”  She looked at him in horror.  


 


“I’ll fight.  I’ll get the hands together, and we’ll
fight, if they come here.”  He continued to shout.  


 


“You mean just like a range war?  Pa, what if one of
us gets killed?  Then what?”  She was angry, and scared.  She looked at her
father as if he was a stranger.  “Pa, just who is this stranger in town?”  She
asked.


 


“Why…..why, I don’t rightly know, just that Phillips
said he was some British gent, and just may be the one I bought the ranch from
many years ago.  Now, girl, don’t you look at your pa like that.  Don’t you go
against me.  That sale was legitimate, ah’ll swear to it, well anyway, the man
was already rich, an’ clear across the ocean.  Who’d know he’d travel this
far?  Huh, who?  It seemed like such a good deal at the time.  Don’t tell me
that you haven’t enjoyed buying new clothes all the time an’ havin’ money to
spend.”


 


“Oh, pa.”  She wailed, “Not with someone else’s
money.  I’ll never be able to hold my head up in town again.  We’ll have to leave
the territory.”  She turned and ran out of the room sobbing, and moments later,
Perkins heard the back door slam.


 


“Damn.”  He muttered.  “Just where the hell is
Holderman?”  


 


He walked over to the gun cabinet, took down two
rifles, then began checking the loads, after which he entered his study, and
went to the safe.  Moments later, he carried a satchel that had been stuffed
full with cash and paperwork, and set it just inside the parlor door, where
stood the two Winchesters leaning against the doorjamb, then returned to the
study, lifted his gun belt from the back of a chair, and strapped it around his
stocky midsection.  After a few moments of thought, he filled both front
pockets of his jeans with .45 caliber shells.  


 


In the bunkhouse, a situation was unfolding.  “I don’t
know why.”  Chester Burns, the sour-faced assistant foreman, was saying.  He
took over when Holderman was away.  “The boss’s orders.  Mr. Woody Perkins
hisself told me to get Smokey, Rusty, Cougar, an’ Bart McCain, maybe a few
others.”  


 


He looked at Butch Hogan, and said, “You go too. 
Might as well learn the trail.”  Butch, (Ranger Welby), smiled at this.  Chester went on, “I don’t question the boss, just take orders as they come.  Anyway, he
said for you, Hank, to get the chuck wagon ready, pronto.”  Hank nodded at this
order, then looked over at some of the other men thoughtfully.


 


Chester didn’t notice
the exchange between the men, and continued, “You boys round up about a
thousand, or more, of the fattest steers, an’ head ‘em up north.  Either
Holderman, or Mr. Perkins himself, will ketch up in a couple days.  Don’t know
what’s goin’ on; I never question the boss.”  He turned to go, but a few words
from the newest hand, Butch Hogan, stopped him in his tracks.  Something about
the tone of his voice.  “Hold up there, Burns.”  Hogan had said.


 


Chester turned to look
at the man, just as Hogan was pinning a silver star onto the left pocket of his
shirt.  It looked just like the type of badge the Texas Ranger’s wore.  “What…what’s
goin’ on?”  He questioned slowly.  Chester Burns frowned; he surely wouldn’t go
against a ranger badge for Perkins, or anyone else for that matter.  


 


Ranger Welby stated in no uncertain terms, “I’m Texas
Ranger Jake Welby, and there won’t be any cattle drives today, Mr. Burns, nor at
any other time soon.”  He rested his right hand on the gun butt which hung
loosely in the holster, then turned to look at the cowhands who were seated at
various places in the bunkhouse, “You boys just stay put, an’ set a spell, at
least ‘til we figure out just where you stand.”  


 


Welby then nodded to Cougar Olson, who walked over to
stand next to him.  Just then Bart McCain walked through the doorway, having
returned from town.  Looking the situation over, he moved quickly to stand next
to Olson.  Most of the cowhands in the room were good honest men, and Welby was
sure they wouldn’t interfere, though it always paid to play safe.  During his
many years as a Ranger, he’d learned caution.  That was how he’d stayed alive
this long.  


 


“Heard of you, Ranger Welby.”  Chester offered, “I
thought there was something different about you.  I also heard you were a fair
man, an’ I never went against a Ranger yet.  You’ll get no argument from me. 
You mind tellin’ me just what’s in the wind?”


 


“Well, I can’t go into detail yet, Burns, but you’ll
know soon enough, and if I figure right, the true owner of this spread, should
be on his way here at this moment, to reclaim his property.”  Welby explained.


 


Burns kept his mouth shut, though he was pondering this
turn of events thoughtfully.  


 


Just then Trudy burst in through the door.  “So it’s
true then?”  She yelled.  “My pa’s a thief.  That Holderman…….and that crooked
lawyer, they both got my pa into this.  I’ll shoot both of ‘em.  We may’ve been
poor, but we were honest.  I was just a kid.”  She burst into tears then, and
Cougar Olson walked quickly over to her, and taking her arm, led her outside
onto the porch.


 


“You’re not agonna shoot no one, Trudy, girl.  There,
there.”  He soothed.      


 


Hank, the cook, who had been standing just inside the
doorway, smiled to himself, as he shuffled over to sit down on a bench, next to
the table.  Things were finally making sense around the good old Triple-B.  It
was about time.  “Okay if I go back to the kitchen, Ranger Welby?”  Hank asked,
then added, “You already know my position in this, an’ I figured on stirrin’ up
some grub, maybe bring in a pot of coffee.  Might be a long day.”


 


“Go ahead, Hank.  Just holler before you come back
in.  Wouldn’t want to mistake you for a coyote.”  Welby grinned at the cook, as
Hank stood, then headed for the door.


 


Chester Burns wondered if things could get any worse,
though he moved to the bench, just vacated by Hank, heaved a deep sigh, then
sat down.  


 


As the group of four horsemen and a rented carriage
reined in on a ridge overlooking a verdant valley, where stood the large ranch house,
with many outbuildings of the Triple-B, Logan was the first of the group to
speak, “There it is, Claude.  There’s your Texas ranch, all ready and waitin’
for you.  We’ve actually been riding on the property for the last few miles.” 
He waved a hand at the vast expanse.  


 


“My boy, I saw all those cattle grazing along the way,
figured they were mine.” Lord Beckford began.  “This takes my breath away.  If
I had known years ago….but then I was misled.”  He turned suddenly, cold blue
eyes gleaming, as he looked accusingly at Clayborne Phillips.  The attorney had
the decency to squirm under Lord Beckford’s hard gaze.  Holderman only cleared
his throat, saying nothing.  


 


The two had been unusually quiet during the long ride,
even when they had stopped near a small stream to water the horses.  Sullenly
subdued, the two hadn’t spoken to even each other or anyone else for that
matter.  Nor had they gotten out of the buggy to stretch their legs at the
stream.  


 


“Could it be,” Ricardo offered, “our two guests have
suddenly run out of things to say?  They were such conversationalists back at
the law office, so full of threats too.”


 


Holderman, red-faced and practically snarling, burst
out, “You just wait…..you just wait!  I’ll have the law on the whole bunch of
you yet.  This is just plain kidnapping!”


 


“Threats, always the threats, and no appreciation.” 
Ricardo took off his tall sombrero, slapping it against his thigh, and settled
it back onto his head, then continued, “We’ve only given you escort home, Señor. 
This is your home, is it not?”  


 


While Holderman glared at Ricardo, Logan chuckled,
“Remember, amigo, we only escorted these two hombres here to pick up
Holderman’s belongings, though where he probably will be going for the next few
years, I seriously doubt that he’ll be needing much in the way of personal
things.  We also need to give old Woody Perkins down there a chance to tell his
attorney friend here adios.  


 


“After this ‘highly respected’ Attorney-at-Law serves
a little time in the Territorial Prison, he probably will have some traveling
to do, out of the territory that is.  Oh, and by the way, in case these two
haven’t guessed, this here posse is making a citizen’s arrest.  So this can’t
be officially termed ‘kidnapping’, in any way, shape, or form.  Not sure what
to do with Perkins as yet.  Depends on which way the coming storm blows.”


 


All four men escorted the buggy through the aspens,
then down the steep, winding trail towards the peaceful valley below, and Logan’s thoughts turned to more pleasant times three days ago, when he’d attached a
fragrant rose to Olivia’s door.  She hadn’t officially thanked him the next day,
though he’d seen her watching him closely, when she didn’t think he’d noticed. 



 


Now, sitting loosely in the saddle, Logan chuckled to
himself, and Ricardo looked over at him, then grinned, figuring out who had put
a smile on the gringo’s face.  He’d had that look many a time himself, through
the years, while thinking of Maria.  


 


<><><> 


 


Back in Coyote springs, Henry Birch, shoulders
straight, middle-aged paunch held in as much as could be expected, was once
again showing his face around town, amid a few snickers from bystanders.  One
playful young cowhand, in town for the day, even pretended to faint at the
appearance of Henry in front of the Mercantile. Henry didn’t notice the
display, thinking that this was just an ignorant bunch anyway.  He entered the Mercantile.


 


Clara was wrapping a dozen cigars for a customer.  The
customer just happened to be Marshal Rhodes.  Henry, full of himself, didn’t
notice who the customer was, as he approached the counter, quickly interrupting
the sale.  ”Clara,” He spoke authoritatively, “page your sister, Miss Haskell,
for me.  I need to speak with her at once.”  And he nervously tapped the
counter with his forefinger.  


 


“Sorry sir,” Clara spoke offhand, “you’ll have to wait
your……Oh, you is it?  My sister would not see you if a tornado blew you in.”  


 


Marshal Rhodes turned to look down at Henry, and a
slow smile spread across the lawman’s weathered face.  “So!”  He stepped back
quickly, then to one side.  “You are the famous new man about town.  Mr. Adams,
I believe.”  The marshal looked Henry up and down as he spoke.


 


Henry blustered, in his usual manner, attempting to
suck in the paunch even farther.  He hadn’t noticed it was the town marshal
standing next to him, “Why…..why, sir, you must be mistaken.  My name is Birch,
Henry Birch.”  He stuttered.  


 


“Oh, you’re Adams alright.  It’s a widely known
fact.”  Rhodes spoke in his most gentle voice, and most folks knew that that
tone of voice was invariably the ‘calm-before-the-storm’.  “Been wantin’ to
have a little chat with you.”  Rhodes began, “Now just supposin’ you was to
foller me nice an’ peaceful like, down the road a piece to my office where we
can have us a nice little visit.  Maybe have some tea brought over.  You can
even stop a time or two along the way to smell all the wildflowers growin’
after that nice rain we had.  Sure has a way of bringing life to all the trees
an’ flowers.  They’re just apushin’ up all over the place and I was always
taught to appreciate growin’ things.”  


 


“This is absurd.  I won’t listen to this, and won’t
stand for my rights being violated.  I’m a peaceful man.”  Henry turned to make
a mad dash for the door, but the Marshal was quicker, and for a big husky man,
he moved lightening fast.  Rhodes grabbed the back of Henry’s coat collar,
spinning him all the way around to face him.  


 


“You will listen to me, when I talk to you, Mister. 
I’m the law in this town, and when I say jump, you jump!  Now when I say,
‘we’re going to take us a nice little walk down the road a piece’, we’re going
to take that walk, then have us a nice little chat.  Now you wanted out that
door so bad, get.”  The marshal gave a little shove, then escorted Henry down
the road, walking right behind him, and holding onto the neck of Henry’s jacket
all the way.  Now this was Marshal Rhodes’ other side ‘coming out to play’. 


 


More than a few snickers were heard now at this
display.  The entertainment around Coyote Springs was getting better every day,
and folks began wondering just when the next act would begin.  


 


Olivia and Amelia were just stepping off the boardwalk
of the hotel, heading towards the Mercantile, when Amelia exclaimed, “Mercy,
child, what in the world?  Just would you look at that!  Why…..that’s that rogue,
Henry Adams, though much older.  Why the town marshal’s dragging him off to
jail!  You didn’t tell me that no-account was here in town.”  Amelia fumed.  


 


“Oh dear, it must have slipped my mind.  He really has
followed us across the country, and halfway around the world, and for what
reason, I have no idea.”  Olivia answered.  


 


“Well, if he gets out of jail, you just let me at
him.”  Amelia fumed.  “He’ll wish he’d never set eyes on any of us.  If Garth
hadn’t so nicely evicted him from Beckford Manor years ago, it would have been
my greatest pleasure to do so.”  


 


“Oh dear, really, Amelia.”  Olivia snickered.  “You
couldn’t tackle Henry.  After all he is a man, though not much of one.”  


 


“You ever seen me swing my umbrella, child?  Well,
when I hits ‘em, they stays hit.”  Amelia spoke in satisfaction.  


 


“Alright, dear, if you say so.  Point well taken.” 
Olivia laughed.  


 


Down at the jail, Marshal Rhodes was sitting on a
chair looking through the bars of one of the two cells in the back room of the
jail.  Henry Adams was standing just inside staring out through the bars,
looking very irate.  “You can’t hold me here.  I’ve done nothing.  Just what
charges do you think you can hold me on anyway?”  


 


“Oh well,” The Marshal thought a moment, scratched his
head. “Give me a little time, Mr. Adams; I’ll come up with something, probably
a lot of things.  Matter of fact, come to think of it now, I can come up with a
whole list of things, and then I’ll carry a hat around town, and take up a
collection of all the townfolks’ complaints against you.  Shouldn’t be too hard,
bein’ as you have done nothing but make a complete ass of yourself since
arriving in our nice peaceful little town.  And, by the way, I aim to keep this
town peaceful too.  Been doin’ it for many a year, don’t intend to stop now.”  


 


“I said before, I’ve done nothing.  I demand to see an
attorney!  I have my rights!” Henry countered, regaining his composure.  


 


“Well, now let’s see.  We have one attorney, but right
at the moment, that one’s pretty busy tryin’ to get himself out of a serious
jam.  I believe the gent needs an attorney himself, so you’re out of luck in
that respect, leastwise ‘til we get another attorney in town, and that may just
take a few months, or years, dependin’.  Anyway, there’s this little thing of a
shootin’ with that little pop-gun of yours, last week.  You could have killed
someone, we have laws against murder, even here in the west, you know.”  


 


“You have no jurisdiction out there.  That was out in
the county.”  Henry argued.


 


“Out in the county, huh?  So you admit to me, a
lawman, that you done it?”  


 


“No, I didn’t say that.”  Henry became sullen.  


 


“Well, guess I’ll just have to speak to the Sheriff,
when he gets back, whenever that is.  He does have jurisdiction in the county,
and bein’ as I’m a witness to your confession, now that you’ve admitted to it,
shouldn’t take too long to hold a trial after that.  Now attempted murder,
around here, shouldn’t get you over ten years, at the most.”  


 


“I have confessed to absolutely nothing.”  Henry
argued.  “I am a citizen of England.  I’ll….”   Henry’s voice shook, as sudden
realization set in.  He wasn’t in England now. 


 


Ignoring his protests, the marshal continued, “Course,
if you was proven guilty of botherin’ any of our women folks, in any way,
shape, or form. Well now, folks around these parts don’t take kindly to that. 
Might be a hangin’ offense, an’ sometimes citizens been known to break a fella
out of jail, just so’s they can hang ‘im.” 


 


Henry grabbed the bars of his cell, staring at the marshal,
as he suddenly made a decision.  His life and freedom were more important than
anything else in the world.  “I’ll leave, Marshal.”  He pleaded, “I’ll leave on
the very next stage.”  


 


Marshal Rhodes took the tobacco pouch from his shirt
pocket, shook his head, and began to roll a smoke.  “I dunno, Henry,” he began;
seriously, “folks might just get a little upset with me, if I don’t hold you
for trial.  Wouldn’t want to lose my badge, or nothin’.”  He stuck the tobacco
pouch back into his pocket, heaved a deep sigh, stuck the rolled cigarette into
the corner of his mouth, then stood, shoved back his chair, took his keys, and
slowly unlocked the cell door.  


 


Henry, hesitantly, walked out of the cell, then backed
all the way through the outer office, and practically ran all the way to the
boardinghouse.  A few moments later, Marshal Rhodes was chuckling to himself,
as he watched from the window of the jail.  


 


Henry Adams was practically running down the middle of
the road, carrying a valise, in one hand, and holding onto his hat with the
other.  When Henry reached the stage depot, Rhodes turned to his desk, and
began shuffling papers.  Well, the southbound stage was due in about an hour. 
He’d mosey on down, and make sure Henry got on, then maybe he’d stop, and have
his coffee.


 


In the Mercantile, Olivia and Amelia had finished
paying for their purchases, two heavy traveling outfits each, as they’d been
assured they would be traveling to Wyoming soon, and the weather grew quite
cold in the northern part of the country.


 


As they neared the door to leave, Olivia exclaimed,
“Wait, Amelia.  That’s Henry Adams across the road.  He’s actually waiting for
the stage.  Let’s not leave yet. I believe I hear the stage coming.”


 


“Well, I’m glad I have my umbrella with.”  Amelia
exclaimed.  “Here, hold my packages.”  And she shoved her bundles into Olivia’s
arms, as Clara, who’d followed them to the door, called.  “You don’t have to go
out this way, let me show you the back way out, then you can go around through
the alley, thus avoiding seeing the scoundrel.”  


 


Amelia huffed, “Huh, and avoid all my fun.  I haven’t
yet put in my two cents worth with that rogue.”  And she brushed past Clara and
Olivia, to then race out the door, off the boardwalk, and lifted her heavy
skirts to run across the road, just as the noisy stage pulled up.  Henry hadn’t
noticed, at first, the older lady waving her long black umbrella in the air as
she approached him.  He was anxiously watching the stage pull up, aware of the
town marshal standing a ways off, watching to make sure he really left.  


 


One lone passenger departed the stage, a young cowboy,
who looked as if he’d just woke up from a nap, but he came alive quickly, as he
saw the scene unfolding on the boardwalk next to the stage.  Henry, aware now, and
recognizing the umbrella-wielding woman at once, jumped off the walk, hunching
his shoulders to try and ward off the blows that were coming from the
umbrella.  Amelia hit three solid blows, before Henry climbed to the safety of
the stage interior, holding his head with one hand, and his valise with the
other.  He’d dropped his hat.


 


Amelia stooped, retrieved the hat, leaned in the stage
door, and hit him again with the hat for good measure, then threw the hat down
on the floor, shouting, “If I ever see, or hear of the likes of you followin’
my girl again, I’ll get me a gun, and it won’t be pretty.”  She glared one last
glare at the frightened man, then stomped away; the town marshal didn’t move an
inch.  He figured the lady pretty much had the situation in hand, and wondered
if she’d like a job as deputy town marshal.  But then he wouldn’t have any work
to do.    


 


The bystanders didn’t snicker.  They all laughed out
loud, and Henry stayed inside the stage the whole time the team was being
switched out with fresh horses.  When the stage pulled out, only two other
passengers had climbed aboard, an older couple with the woman carrying an
umbrella across her lap.  


 


Olivia snickered, as she handed Amelia’s packages back
to her, in front of the hotel.  “Really, Amelia.”  She said, “Really.” 


 


<><><> 


 


Sheriff Paul Denton, his fishing trip postponed for
the present, sat with his back to a wall, facing the doorway of Hank Chavez’s
kitchen, at the Triple-B Ranch.  The Sheriff had left his horse ground-hitched,
in a grove of Aspens, at the back of the ranch yard.  He had then slipped into
the kitchen through the back door.  


 


He now was enjoying a good cup of strong black coffee,
and a slice of Hank’s famous apple pie.  Hank and Sheriff Denton were good
friends, from way back, having punched cows together for the old rancher, Sam
Beckford, long before the ranch had started paying off, and long before Hank
figured out the fact that he was a better cook, than a puncher, and long before
Paul Denton had been appointed Sheriff.  


 


They’d fought Indians right alongside Sam Beckford,
and helped in the capture of several gangs of rustlers.  But that was the old
days, and this was now.  


 


Hank was cooking up some beef, onions, gravy, and
fried potatoes, while they talked.  


 


“Well, Paul,” Hank went on, “it’s gonna be just like
back when you an’ I were just young sprouts.  You know, I always wondered why
that lawyer fella kept hangin’ around the ranch.  I knowed he always liked
Trudy, but she couldn’t stand the sight of him, an’ he bein’ old enough to be
her pa.  Her old man didn’t seem to have much to say around that lawyer fella,
an’ I always felt that Clayborne Phillips had somethin’ on the old man.”  Hank
paused to take a breath, and pour himself a mug of coffee.  


 


He began again, “The old man, though, he always
discouraged any of the hands from even talkin’ to the girl.”


 


Sheriff Denton spoke now, “I think Phillips and
Holderman have always been thick as thieves, even way back before Sam Beckford
passed on.  And I feel those two have been the brains behind any crooked
dealings, maybe just settin’ up old Woody Perkins, just so they could rake in
the money, Woody not bein’ very bright an’ all.  Old Perkins was dirt-poor,
with that small spread of his, and he saw a way to move up in the world, guess
he grabbed at the chance.  It’s the greed that moves some folks, you know.


 


“Guess they never thought that Beckford’s heir would
ever show up here, all the way from England.”  Denton pushed his cup over, so
Hank could refill it, then took a swallow of coffee.  He’d already polished off
the last bite of the delicious pie.  


 


Hank refilled his own cup, then sat down at the table
while the food simmered on the cookstove.  “Guess Perkins is about to have a fit
over there at the house.  He’s been hollerin’ out from the courtyard, for some
of the hands to come up to the house, but so far, he hasn’t had an answer.


 


“There’s about half a dozen out on the range, and the
rest are settin’ there in the bunkhouse, playin’ cards, waitin’ for lunch to be
brought over.”  Hank chuckled.  “I almost feel sorry for Perkins.  The man
ain’t too bright, but most of the hands never cared too much for him right from
the beginnin’, and now they know he’s no more than a squatter, and a illegal
trespasser to boot, they’re just asettin’ there waitin’ to see which way the
wind blows.


 


“Now that there Ranger Welby, you can see right off
that man means business.”  


 


Sheriff Denton replied, “I’ve heard nothing but good
reports about the Ranger, never met him yet, but soon as you get that food
ready, we’ll head on over to the bunkhouse.” 






[bookmark: _Toc356213227]CHAPTER 16


 


Trudy Perkins, her tears drying now, her soft wavy
auburn hair hanging loosely, walked slowly back towards the house, as she
thought of how comforted she’d felt, when Cougar Olson had talked to her on the
wooden porch of the bunkhouse.  


 


She’d never had anyone treat her as if she were such a
treasure, at least not since her mother had been alive.  Cougar had assured her
that anything that had gone on, and anything that would happen, had been
entirely none of her doing.  He said things would turn out alright for her, and
had promised faithfully that nothing would happen to her.  He would personally
see to that.  


 


Not being sure at all if she believed the promise, but
it had made her feel better anyway.  Trudy always wore jeans and a shirt around
the ranch, and she’d felt no reason to dress up, as her pa, or that monster
Holderman, always watched her every move.  


 


Well, she suddenly felt like putting on her prettiest
dress, so as she neared the courtyard in front of the house, she decided that
was just what she was going to do; she had a pale green gingham that would do
nicely.  


 


Her father was watching her approach, from the doorway
of the courtyard.  “Trudy girl, you get yourself in here now.”  He shouted. 
“Just what do you think you were doin’ anyhow, over there talkin’ to them
cowhands, I’m still your pa, you know.”  


 


Ignoring his raving, she continued to move towards the
entrance.  Just as Perkins opened his mouth to yell again, he looked in the
direction of the trail, and noted the approaching four horsemen, escorting the
buggy towards the ranch yard.  The determined way the four men were riding, he
knew right off this spelled trouble.  Well, he’d been expecting it.  


 


Perkins ran and grabbed Trudy’s arm, pulling her into
the courtyard, then at once, closed the tall iron gate, and secured the latch. 
The wall that encircled the courtyard was high, and came up to Perkins’
shoulders.  


 


He ran into the house and grabbed a Winchester from
inside parlor door, his eyes blazing.  


 


Trudy followed him into the front hallway.  “Pa, no!” 
She yelled.  


 


“Stay inside, girl.”  He ordered.  “This is not your
affair.  This is men’s business.”  


 


“Pa, you’re being foolish!”


 


Ignoring Trudy, he walked back outside; carrying the
rifle in his right hand, then peered through the gate.  


 


Trudy had trailed him back outside, “Pa, don’t you
see?”  She spoke gently now.  “It’s just no use.  Besides, that’s Holderman in
the buggy and Clayborne Phillips is in the buggy with him.”  


 


“Clayborne?  Yes, it is him.”  He turned to look at
Trudy.  “And it’s a good thing, daughter, that he didn’t come up when you was down
there talkin’ to that cowboy, Olson.  He wouldn’t have liked that one bit.”  


 


“Why, Pa, that’s none of Mr. Phillips’ business who I
talk to.”  She retorted.  


 


“It is too, daughter.  He’s spoke for you.  Now,
that’s why it’s his business.  Now you run along an’ leave men’s business to
men.”  He turned back to watch through the gate.  


 


Trudy stared at her father in horror, as she backed
away, “Pa, he’s…….he’s too old for me even to think about, besides, I can’t
even stand that horrible man.  You had no right!” She wailed.  


 


Perkins spoke over his shoulder, “Now you don’t go
against your pa, Trudy girl.  He’ll treat you right, an’ some day this ranch
will be his.”  


 


“Pa……..this ranch isn’t even yours.”  She shouted, as
she turned and ran onto the porch of the house, thoughts of dressing up
forgotten, her tears beginning to flow once more. 


 


As Perkins peered through the iron gate, he noted the
two men who had worked for him for a few days, breaking mustangs to the saddle,
and wondered what they were doing back here.  Surely Holderman hadn’t hired
them again.  He also noted two strangers, one an older white-haired gentleman,
and the other, a big brute of a man.  


 


Trudy had walked back to stand near her father to try
once more to talk some sense into him.  “Pa…,” She began.  


 


Perkins turned to glare at her.  


 


“Pa, you’re being hasty.  Please listen to me, and put
down the rifle.”  She pleaded.  


 


“Just what do you know about anything?  You’re only a
girl.  Now, don’t you go against your pa.”  


 


Trudy took a deep breath, then tried once more, “Come
on, Pa, I’ll walk out with you.  Let’s just see what they want.  Besides, I
haven’t told you yet, but I found out that there’s a Texas Ranger out there. 
He’s in the bunkhouse, talking to the men.  They’re listening to him too, and
most of them said they wouldn’t go against the law for anyone.


 


“They also said that they may ride for the brand, but
now they’re not even sure just who owns the brand anyway, Pa.”  


 


Perkins listened to Trudy, then blustered.  “I ain’t
afraid of no Ranger!  Ain’t no one gonna steal this place from me.  You’ll see. 
My men will back me.  Now you just head on into the house and stay outta
sight.”  


 


Trudy stood for one full minute, staring at her
father, then turned and walked slowly around the side of the house, towards the
back gate.  Letting herself out of the yard, she headed for the stable to
saddle the pinto mustang, after which she took the back trail, riding towards
town.  She had one girlfriend in Coyote Springs, she’d known from school, Anna. 



 


Trudy hadn’t seen her friend for several months, but
that was because she’d never been allowed to visit her unless her father, or
Holderman, escorted her there and back, and that wasn’t often.  She knew Anna
would welcome her, although Anna never visited Trudy at the ranch anymore, as
Trudy’s father had been so rude, overbearing, and watched every move they made. 
The one time Anna had visited, she swore that she’d never return.  However,
she’d always told Trudy to come and stay with her and her folks, in town, as
long as she liked, well maybe now she could stay a few days, at least until
things were cleared up at the ranch.  She now wished she’d had time to pack a
small bag.  As her tears continued flowing, Trudy urged the pinto into a
gallop.  


 


From the back window of the bunkhouse, Cougar Olson
had seen Trudy ride away, as had others in the room.  Cougar started for the
door, then paused, looking toward Ranger Welby.  Welby well understood the
situation, and nodded.  “Go after her, Olson.  We can handle things here.”  He
said, “At least make sure the girl gets where she’s going safely.”  


 


Olson hurried to the corral to saddle his horse, after
which he took off down the back trail.  “Foolish girl.”  He thought to himself,
“Shouldn’t be ridin’ off alone like that, upset as she is.”  He hoped to catch
up quickly, and halfway to town, where Trudy had stopped to water and rest her
horse, Cougar Olson did just that.  


 


<><><> 


 


Woody Perkins watched as Holderman and Phillips
climbed down from the buggy they’d been riding in, and started walking toward
the house.  The only thing wrong with that was that the other four men were
well armed, and walking right behind the attorney and the foreman of the
ranch.  “I’ll bet that white-haired gent is that Englishman, who wants to steal
this ranch.”  Woody muttered to himself, “I’ll fix him.  He won’t get this
place, no how.  He lifted the rifle, and pointed it through the gate.  “Hold it
right there.”  He yelled.


 


“Don’t shoot, Perkins.  It’s Holderman and me.” 
Phillips retorted.  


 


“Well, you two step aside then.  Them folks ain’t comin’
in here.  I bought this property fair an’ square.  I know what they’re up to,
an’ it just ain’t gonna work.  It’s gonna be just like them range wars you hear
about, an’ I’ll gun down any man who steps inside this courtyard.”  Woody
insisted, as his voice shook.  


 


“Let us in the gate Perkins.”  Logan spoke now, as
they continued to walk towards the house.  “Just back up and we all can sit
down, and discuss how we are going to settle this situation.”


 


“Just where do you fit into this, Wakefield?”  Perkins
asked.  “Last time I saw you and your friend there, you two were bronc busters,
headin’ back to town.  Come up in the world, have you?”  


 


“Well, it’s like this, Perkins; you can figure it out,
if you’re smart enough.  Now step back, and open that gate or we’ll bust it
down.”  Logan turned to Lord Beckford, and added, “Oh, and by the way, in case
you haven’t guessed, this is the real owner of the Triple-B Ranch.  Let me
present Lord Claude Beckford, heir of the property, and never sold it either.”


 


“Don’t do it, Woody.”  Shouted Holderman.  


 


“I ain’t lettin’ nobody in.  You all just turn around
and get outta here, but leave Holderman an’ Phillips.  I’ll have a word with
them two, what got me into this in the first place, an’ them raking in most of
the money.”  Woody yelled, as he lifted the rifle higher.    


 


Holderman stopped walking, and began backing up, but
Garth prodded him on with the barrel of his shotgun.  


 


Logan continued, “Oh
and, by the way, Perkins, the big gent with the shotgun, is Lord Beckford’s
nephew, Garth Worthington.  He gets a little nervous when folks tell him ‘no’. 
I wouldn’t advise making him nervous.  He also gets a little upset, when folks
swindle his beloved uncle, but we all told him that he couldn’t shoot you yet,
not until we’ve had a chance to sit down and have us a little talk anyway.”  


 


Ricardo spoke up, “Señor Perkins, if you would just
drop the rifle, and look behind you, I think this problem can be solved without
any fireworks.”  Ricardo was smiling, as the group now reached the entrance to
the front courtyard.  


 


Perkins frowned, “An’ I won’t fall for that either,
that’s a kid’s trick.  Look behind me, huh?  Why?  Just what is behind me?”  


 


Ricardo paused a moment, “Well, for one, Señor, on your
left, is the County Sheriff, and on your right, is the well-known Texas Ranger,
Jake Welby.  Señor Perkins, they both have weapons pointed right at you……for
shame……but I would advise, when you turn around, that you do it slowly, and
very, very, carefully.


 


“You see, Señor, while you have the discussion with my
amigo Logan here, the lawmen have been coming in through the back gate, and
getting into position.  Don’t bother asking how they opened the locked gate
either, for the housekeeper, Consuelo, she has been very cooperative, and I
believe the very kind Señorita will gladly welcome the rightful heir of old Sam
Beckford.”


 


Woody Perkins quickly glanced over his left shoulder,
then, with an agitated sigh, threw down the rifle, muttering, “Aw Hell, I never
killed nobody anyhow.  Where’s my daughter.  Get Trudy out here.”  


 


“Your daughter is safe, Perkins.”  Sheriff Denton told
him, as he walked over to pick up the rifle.  “She should be in town by now and
well taken care of.  We’ll notify her later where you are.”  


 


Attorney Phillips and Jinx Holderman both glared
daggers at the sullen Woody Perkins, as Perkins walked back towards the house. 
Ranger Welby hurried to the gate, and then unlatching it, allowed the group to
enter.  When Lord Beckford stepped through the entrance, he scanned the
courtyard, his blue eyes gleaming.  “By Jove, I do like what old Sam has
created here.”  He said.    


 


<><><> 


 


  The housekeeper of the ranch house at the Triple-B, Consuelo
Alvarez, had been at the ranch almost since Sam Beckford had first begun to run
cattle on the land.  Sam and his, at that time, two men, Hank Chavez and Paul
Denton, had been riding the plains, one cold winter late afternoon, looking for
strays, when they’d come upon Consuelo behind a broken down wagon, with a dead
husband, and an arrow protruding from his chest, attempting to defend herself,
with an almost empty rifle, against three Comanche renegade Indians.  She had
two rounds left in the weapon, when the three men rode up, guns blasting at the
renegades, as they rode.  


 


Sam Beckford had immediately taken the widow, Señora
Alvarez, back to the ranch, and given her a position as housekeeper and cook. 
A good cook, she had proven herself a treasure in those lean years.  Consuelo
had been thankful for her position, and her small room at the back of the
house.  She had been there ever since.  


 


The housekeeper now entered the study of the ranch
house, carrying a tray of mugs, and a large pot of coffee.  She set the tray on
the sturdy, well polished mahogany desk, then began pouring coffee, while
glancing at the white-haired gentleman, who sat in the leather chair, behind
the desk.  


 


She noted the faint resemblance he had to Sam
Beckford, and wondered about that.  Not at all liking the blustering, loud and
ill-mannered Woody Perkins, she saw how Woody now sat squirming in his seat,
next to a red-faced Holderman, and the attorney, Phillips.  


 


The other men in the room, were strong appearing, and
well-armed.  After pouring several mugs of coffee, Consuelo walked back to the
kitchen, smiling all the way.  She only hoped Trudy would return, as she’d seen
her leave by the back entrance, then ride away.  She liked the lovely Perkins girl,
and knew that no matter what was going on with Señor Perkins, that Trudy had
nothing to do with any of it.  The girl had been straining to get out from
under the strong, controlling hand of her father, but Consuelo understood what
it was like to be young, and needing the companionship of folks her own age,
and she hoped that Trudy would soon have that freedom.  The girl did have a
head on her shoulders, but only needed the chance to prove it.  Consuelo began
humming to herself in the kitchen, as she prepared lunch.


 


<><><> 


 


Back in the study, a meeting was going on, with Woody
Perkins the center of attention.  He was in the midst of ‘telling it all’, amid
scowling glances from Holderman and attorney Phillips.  


 


Logan had found the
satchel which had been stashed in the parlor filled with cash, gold pieces, and
receipts from past years.  Obviously the satchel had been placed there for a
quick retreat, in case it was needed.  Lord Beckford was going through the
papers now and spoke from his seat behind the desk.  “It seems that there has
been a lot of activity on this place in the past ten years, Mr. Perkins.  You
say you were under the impression that you bought this place under honest
conditions?  Explain yourself once more please, as all I have been able to find
in all this paperwork, is a receipt for Five-hundred dollars, and signed by
Attorney Phillips here.  It is dated almost ten years ago, and has an X at the
bottom of the page; I take it that is your mark?” 


 


“Of course, that’s my mark.  I ain’t ashamed……never
learned to write, or read, for that matter.  Phillips here, well, he read it
all to me, an’ explained that it was a deed to this here property.  Said it
would be recorded at the County Courthouse.  Never questioned the whys an’
wherefores.  All I know, is that them two come to Coyote Springs about the same
time, Attorney Phillips setting up an office in town, then after I bought this
place from him, he said the conditions of the sale was that Holderman here, be
foreman of the ranch, sort of run things, as I hadn’t done too well on my other
property.


 


“Chester Burns was foreman for Sam Beckford, though,
an’ never liked it much when Holderman here took over.  He’s been mad ever
since, but I had to go along with what Phillips said, cause he said that was
part of the deal.  Wasn’t up to me to argue.  


 


“They also, Holderman an’ Phillips that is, took most
of the money from the account at the bank, whatever was put in there, as we had
a joint account.  Gave me a good allowance though, so I had no kick comin’. 
Guess I didn’t bother to question them too much though, as things were better
for me an’ Trudy.  Never thought I’d lose the place.”  Perkins looked down,
wondering why he’d been such a fool.  Greed was all he could come up with.  Now
that he looked back on it, he figured it was too much of a good deal, had known
all along that things weren’t right.  


 


“Let me clarify one thing that may have been
overlooked.”  Lord Beckford broke in.  “In the first place, I would never have
sold the ranch that my cousin had worked so hard for.  In the second place, I
guess Phillips didn’t look over the legal specifics of the will.  One of the
stipulations of the will, when the property was turned over to me, was that
even if I had wanted to, the ranch could not have been sold.  That exception to
the inheritance was in the main part of the will, and I’m sure that you, Mr.
Phillips, knew exactly how that will was written.  Sam Beckford had left the
property to me, on the condition that I would not sell, transfer, or give the
ranch away in any way, except to will it to my heirs.  If I had even wanted to
sell the property, I could not have done so.  There you have it, Mr. Perkins,
clear and simple.  You were used by these two con men, for their own interests
only.  The sale, if it had taken place at all, would not have been legal anyway,
and from what I see here in all this jumble of paperwork, is only a receipt for
some kind of a payment you made to Attorney Phillips.”


 


Perkins glared at Holderman and Phillips, as he
snarled.  “You two crooks set me up, an’ I was too damned dumb to see it at the
time.”


 


“Shut your mouth, Perkins, or I’ll shut it for you.” 
Snarled Holderman, half rising out of his chair, “You’re in this just as deep,
so don’t go putting the blame all on us.”


 


Ranger Welby walked over to stand in front of the two,
then said, “You are in no position to be making threats to anyone, Holderman,
or Holderness, whatever your name is.”  Holderman’s eyes opened wide at the insinuation. 
Now worried, he sat back down, as Ranger Welby continued, “I did a little
investigating before coming here, it was on the way anyway.  I stopped at the
county courthouse, and of course the only deed on record, for this property, is
the one made out to Sam Beckford’s heir, Claude Beckford here.  So of course,
the deed to the ranch never changed hands, and rightfully belongs to Claude
Beckford.  We don’t need a court of law to tell us that.  You, Phillips, have
gone through law school, and should have known better than to pull a scam like
this.


 


“Another thing about you two men, of course you both
know you are wanted down San Antonio way.  It seems a certain Jim Holderness
and Clay Phelps skipped town just before being taken into custody.  They pulled
the same kind of scam outside San Antonio, that you two have done here.  It’s
taken the Rangers, along with help from the Pinkertons, over ten years to track
down the crooks.  The descriptions fit you two.  Don’t you boys know the Texas
Rangers always get their men?  Even if it takes a lifetime, they never give up.” 



 


Welby walked over to lift up a coffee mug, take a swallow,
then continued talking, “I’m surprised the folks in Coyote Springs didn’t
investigate the validity of your license to practice law, Phillips.  That
license has been suspended for over ten years, just about the time you would’ve
shown up here.  I guess the last name was doctored on the license.”  


 


“You can’t prove that, Ranger, that’s just all
speculation, not a word of fact.”  Phillips sputtered.  


 


Welby laughed, “That fancy talk may have worked for
you in court a time or two, Phillips, or whatever your name is, but not with
this old coon dog.  What I have said is fact alright.  I wired Austin from down the trail, bein’ as this setup sounded too familiar to be coincidence.  There
should be two Texas Rangers arriving in town any time now, may already be
there, to haul you two con artists back to San Antone to stand trial, that is
if you don’t cause any trouble on the trail.  If that should happen, they may
just shoot you, then hold the trial later; don’t much matter in which order it
happens.  Ranger Welby began to refill his mug with hot coffee.  


 


“This is ridiculous!  I have an office in town,
clients to see.”  Phillips argued.  


 


Sheriff Denton stood, and walked over to the two con
men, and stated a fact, “Phillips, you ‘had’ an office in town, ‘past tense’,
before the town marshal cleaned it out after you left. He was instructed to
have his deputies assist him in clearing out the place and hauling all your
files, along with all ‘doctored’ paperwork, which should be enough evidence to
put you away for a long time, back down to the city jail.  Soon as a judge
comes to town, folks will hold a trial, then you can head on down San Antone
way, for that little case down yonder.”


 


“You can’t be serious, you can’t arrest me!”  Shouted
Phillips.  


 


Ranger Welby put in his two cents, “We just did.”  He
stated a fact, then began to finish drinking his coffee.  


 


Sheriff Denton poured himself a refill, then said,
“Phillips, you can bet your last twenty-dollar gold piece, that you two can
consider yourselves under arrest, from this moment on.”  Lord Claude sat back
in the comfortable leather chair, and smiled.  Ricardo grinned, and Logan watched the two prisoners, as Denton pulled two sets of handcuffs out of his pocket,
and proceeded to make the arrest official.  Garth walked to the door, opened
it, and escorted the two con men to their waiting carriage.  


 


While the two lawmen gave escort to the prisoners back
to town, Claude Beckford, along with Garth, Logan and Ricardo held a short
meeting in the study with Woody Perkins.  It hadn’t yet been decided what to do
with the sullen, ignorant man, and Beckford hesitated to press charges, though
Perkins had received stolen funds from the ranch, but after a long discussion,
it was decided to allow Woody to return to his small deserted ranch, a few
miles down the road.  


 


Perkins couldn’t believe his good fortune, being
afraid he was going to face a prison term for his ignorance.  He readily
accepted the deal.  The old place would need fixing up, but Woody promised to
see to it.  After all these years, maybe something about the small ranch could
be salvaged.  Woody Perkins was allowed to pack up his belongings, and Logan
and Ricardo volunteered to take a wagon, and see that Woody and his belongings
were properly delivered to his old deserted ranch, down the road with his
promise not to set foot on Triple-B property any time in the future.  Choked
up, Woody gave a nod of acceptance.         


 


Amid loud protests, Holderman and Attorney Phillips,
alias Holderness and Phelps, spent the next three days in the Coyote Springs
jail, in matching cells, awaiting trial, until the District Judge arrived. 
After the trial was over, the judge turned the prisoners over to the Texas
Rangers, to head to San Antonio for their court appearance there, after which,
their terms in the Territorial Prison would begin.  Ranger Jake Welby, his assignment
completed, decided to ride as far as El Paso with the trio, and, once there, he
would begin another assignment.  Logan didn’t like to bid his ranger friend
goodbye, but knew he had to leave.  He thanked him for his help, along with
many hearty thanks from Claude, Garth, and the ladies.  They would all truly miss
the rugged and likeable Ranger Welby, and had gotten used to his presence.  But
they knew he had a duty to the Rangers, and he had promised to stop and visit
if they were at the ranch when he passed this way again. 


 


<><><> 


 


Work on the Triple-B Ranch continued as usual, but in
a much lighter and happier atmosphere.  Chester Burns, who had not known of the
scam, had been returned to his former position as foreman, he was known, now
and then, to even crack a rare smile.  Hank Chavez, the cook for the men, now
had much more material for his long-winded stories, and enjoyed the telling of
them, over and over again.  Ricardo had volunteered to remain at the ranch,
while the others returned to town to await the trial.  As the group had been saddled
and ready to ride, Logan called to Ricardo, who had followed them to the
stable, “We’ll be sure and bring Maria with us when we return, Ricardo.  That
is if she hasn’t replaced you by now.”  


 


With a chuckle, Logan rode away, but he heard the
retort from Ricardo.  “If she has, amigo, then I shall court Consuelo here. 
She is one good cook and it will be Maria’s fault, if I gain twenty pounds,
before she gets here.”


 


Consuelo, who had been hanging laundry on a rope
strung between two trees, had heard what Ricardo said, and called, “You, Señor,
may brag all you want, but I would have something to say about that, besides I
have heard about that little wife of yours, and would not wish to tangle with
her.”   


 


Ricardo walked on toward Hank’s kitchen.  Maybe the
cook would like to chat a while.


 


<><><> 


 


In Coyote Springs, the morning after the trial, Garth,
and his vivacious, red-haired wife, Bridget, were awaiting the morning stage to
begin their long journey back east before sailing back to England.  Garth was going to handle his Uncle’s import, export business, and at the same
time, he and Bridget would also continue taking on assignments from the British
Intelligence.  


 


Olivia walked up to once again hug her brother
farewell.  “Garth,” She began, “be sure and write and wire us often during your
trip.  Let us know the minute you arrive home at the Manor.”  


 


“Don’t worry, Olivia.”  Bridget promised, “Your
brother’s a married man now, so I’ll make sure he remembers.  Who knows, we may
make a trip back this way one of these months.  I take it you and your Uncle
Claude, will be staying at the ranch for awhile?”  She asked.  


 


“Oh, I don’t know.  I haven’t even seen the place yet,
but Uncle said the housekeeper is getting the house ready for us.  We’ll be
traveling there right after the stage leaves.  I’m all packed, and ready. 
Can’t wait to see the place.”


 


Claude shook hands heartily with his nephew, then
after giving him a bear hug, he turned to Bridget and gave her a hug with a
kiss on the forehead.  


 


By the time the stage pulled away, Logan had finished
loading the wagon he’d brought from the ranch with luggage belonging to the
women.  He had already wished Olivia’s brother and sister-in-law goodbye, and
knew Olivia hated to see her brother leave.  Logan also anxiously waited
showing Olivia her Uncle’s ranch.  She’d probably never seen anything like it. 
He hoped she would be so impressed with the place that she would consider
staying in the west, at least for awhile.  Logan’s thoughts turned to his own
pending journey to Wyoming.  Home.  It was still taking him a long time to
return, however, he also hoped that Claude wouldn’t have changed his mind about
the trip up north with him.  Logan had so counted on showing Claude and his
niece the fine horses his father raised, though who would be managing the
triple-B for Claude now?    


 


Maria, who had brought her small satchel to the wagon,
now approached Logan, interrupting his thoughts, and asking, “Tell me, Señor
Logan, my Ricardo, has he been behaving himself, while he has been away from
me?”


 


Logan chuckled, “Like
a Saint, Maria.  Knowing you, I believe, my amigo knows the consequences if he
doesn’t.  Besides, there are no Señoritas at the ranch, even half as lovely as
you.”


 


“Always the flatterer, Señor Logan.  Perhaps, you
should use some of that flattery on a certain young Señorita, who is just
bursting to hear it.”  With a shrug, and a giggle, Maria walked over to join
the others.  


 


“H’mmm, wonder just what she meant by that.”  Logan mused, smiling to himself.  He really had missed seeing Olivia, while at the ranch,
however, he still figured that she was not for the likes of him.  They were
miles apart in all ways, but he could still dream.   


 


Olivia glanced Logan’s way, then turned away quickly,
when she realized he was staring at her, with that same silly grin she’d seen
before, whenever he looked at her.  She mused. Would she ever be happy again,
living in the lovely Manor, and in later years, as a lonely, aging spinster? 
She was going on twenty-six in a few months, and the only man she’d felt the
least attraction to in years, has to be an American, and a cowboy at that. 
“Heavens,” thought Olivia, “I need to stop these foolish thoughts.  Uncle Claude
would be shocked, and Amelia even worse.  She’d think me utterly mad.”  


 


As the group prepared to leave for the ranch, Maria
stated, “Someone needs to ride with Señor Logan, as he will be driving the
wagon.  The buggy only seats three people, so Amelia and I will ride with
Claude, while he drives the buggy.  Olivia, you can ride with Logan in the
wagon.”  


 


Olivia stood staring as Amelia and Maria were assisted
into the buggy by her uncle, then Claude walked over to help Olivia up onto the
wagon seat, next to Logan.  Logan turned to her and grinned.  “Oh, really.” 
Olivia said, as her heart gave a little flutter.


 


Olivia folded her hands in her lap, sitting prim and
proper on the board seat of the wagon, as Logan let out the brake then urged
the team of horses into a steady trot.  Olivia, almost unseated, let out a
gasp, and grabbed ahold of the edge of the seat, with both hands, then gasped, “Oh
my.”  


 


Logan chuckled,
“Not quite like a soft buggy ride, is it, Miss Worthington?”  


 


“Oh, no….I mean, Well….it just caught me off guard,
that’s all.”  


 


“It will be a rough trail, especially since the rain
washed out the road in places, but you’ll be alright, I won’t let you fall
out.  Your uncle would have my scalp, if that happened.”  


 


“I’m fine, really.”  Olivia assured him, as she
continued to hang on with both hands.  She was glad she’d worn her heavy blue
traveling suit, as the weather was a bit chilly, though it was still early
morning, and she figured it would probably warm up later on in the day.  


 


“If you’re cold, there’s a blanket behind the seat,
you can wrap up in it.”  Logan offered, looking over at her.  


 


“Oh, no……I’ll be fine, Mr. Wakefield.”  


 


“It’s still ‘Mister’, is it?  When are we going to use
first names, Miss Worthington?”  Logan asked.  


 


Olivia sighed, “Of course.  I needn’t have been so
formal.  Everyone else calls you Logan.  I’m sorry……Logan.  Oh, and you should
call me Olivia.  You’ve certainly been a big help to us and I really do
appreciate your taking time away from your journey back to Wyoming.  After all
you went through for so many years at sea, on that horrible Captain Devlin’s
ship.”  


 


“I guess your Uncle told you all about that, didn’t he.” 
He glanced over at her again.  


 


“Of course, though it’s hard to believe people can be
so cruel.  Remember, well maybe you don’t remember too much about when we found
you, but I did see your condition after your escape, and wandering through the
streets of London.  You’ve made an amazing recovery, Logan.”  


 


“I do feel like a new person, thanks to you and your
uncle’s care.  And then Maria too, a kind and caring lady, and her husband,
Ricardo.  He’s become such a good friend to me and I shall miss him as a
comrade when they leave for Mexico.  But then, in answer to your question, the
memory is somewhat vague after I left Devlin’s ship and my first few days
aboard The Silver Princess.  Although my memory is clear in one respect.”  He
glanced her way again.    


 


“Oh?  And what is that?”  Olivia asked.


 


“When you were putting cold cloths on my head, I had a
raging fever, but I do remember your soft, gentle touch.  And then you read
poetry to me.  I think that helped more in my healing, than any medicine could
have done.”  


 


“Oh, really, Mr…….well, Logan.  I did what I could. 
I’m glad it helped anyway.”  She let out a snicker, “That’s the first time my
poetry reading has helped to heal the sick.  I’ll have to remember that one.”  


 


“Please don’t use that potion very often; I would like
to think it was for me alone.”  


 


“Well, alright.”  She smiled, then she glanced back
over her shoulder, to see the buggy quite a ways behind.  


 


“They’re staying a ways behind, but your uncle knows
the way.  I told him where we’d stop for water, and rest for the horses, so
he’ll know where to stop.”  Logan assured her.    


 


“We’re turning off the road.  Is this where we stop?” 
She asked.    


 


“Yes, there’s a small stream around the bend.  The
rest of them will follow in a few minutes.”  Logan answered, “You’ll like it
here.  It’s peaceful, and cooler than the trail too, as there’s lots of trees,
and the cool stream too.”  He pulled the team to a halt in the shade of several
large spreading sycamore and oak trees, then after securing the brake, jumped
down, and reached up for Olivia.  She readily accepted his help in getting down
from the hard wagon seat, and Logan lifted her easily, swinging her to the
ground.  Secretly Olivia hadn’t had so much fun in years, maybe never.  


 


“You can go ahead, the stream’s behind those trees;
I’ll bring the horses down in a minute.”  He said, turning away.  


 


Olivia walked through the tall grass toward where Logan had pointed, and she could hear the gurgling stream, before she could see it.  Once there,
it was all she could do, not to take her shoes off, and go wading.  It was the
most breathtaking sight she had seen in ages, and Logan was right, it was
cooler here.  The trail had become hot and dusty, as the day wore on, but this
felt just about right.  


 


Maria and Amelia came walking up behind her.  “How is
the romance going, Señorita Olivia?”  Maria asked, laughing.  “Has the gringo
proposed yet?”  


 


“Oh, you.”  Olivia giggled, “Not yet, but I expect it
any minute.  There, does that satisfy you?  And please don’t let my Uncle
Claude hear you ask such a foolish question.  He would send me right back to England.”  


 


“I think not, Señorita, but think what you will.  Your
Uncle has stopped to help Logan to unhitch and bring the horses down here to
the stream.  Do you miss him already?”  


 


“Of course, Maria.  I always miss my dear Uncle.” 
Olivia quipped, as she walked to the stream, and dipped her hands into the cool
water, bringing it to her face, feeling the coolness.  


 


“You know full well who I meant.  But play your gringo
games, if you will.”  


 


Amelia came up beside Olivia.  “Pay no heed to that
woman, my dear.  She has nothing but romance in her head.  Just because she and
Ricardo have such a great marriage.  She wants to marry off every single lady
she knows.  You have always been happy at Beckford Manor, and don’t let anyone
try to keep you from going back there and continuing your peaceful lifestyle
once this mad vacation of your Uncle’s is over.  


 


“He not only had to drag you off to this wild country,
he had to insist that I follow.  Though, heaven only knows what would have
happened to you if I had not come.  That old fool would probably have you
married off to one of these uncivilized cowboys if he had his way, then I’d
have to take my umbrella to him.”


 


“Oh, Amelia dear, Uncle wouldn’t do that.  He would
never approve of anything remotely like my marriage to a……..cowboy, and please,
not that umbrella again.  Heavens.”  Olivia argued, her face turning the most
becoming shade of pink, then she heard her Uncle’s voice, and the sound of
horses being brought to the stream.
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“Well, what do you think so far, Ollie?”  Her Uncle
Claude asked.  “How do you like this country now?”  


 


“Actually, Uncle Claude, I’m so glad you insisted on
this vacation.  I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.  It’s a lovely
country, and just look at our surroundings now, the cool stream, those
wonderful shade trees, the colorful wildflowers.  It’s rather breathtaking. 
Don’t you think?”  


 


“I was hoping you’d like it here, Niece.”  Claude
said, as he watched the horses lapping up the cool water, then as they wandered
over and began pulling at, and munching the tall grass.  “I always figured on
coming to the western part of the country, and I’m glad that I waited to bring
you with.  


 


Logan, walking up to Claude, took two cigars from his
shirt pocket, and handed one to Claude, then struck a match, lighting both
cigars.  “You know, Claude,” he began, “I can’t begin to thank you, and your
niece, for what you’ve done for me.  My life was certainly hopeless a few short
months ago, and if it hadn’t been for you two, I wouldn’t have had much of a
future, probably none at all.”


 


“We were glad to help you son and no thanks are
needed.  You have more than repaid anything we did for you.  I’d do it all over
again, and I know my niece would also.”  Claude looked over at Olivia.  


 


“Certainly, Uncle Claude.”  Olivia agreed, then turned
to Logan.  “We were glad to help, and as my Uncle said, you have gone out of
your way to befriend us on this journey, besides delaying your trip back to
your folks’ ranch in Wyoming.  We certainly thank you so maybe we are even
now.”  Olivia gave a breathtaking smile.  


 


Logan couldn’t resist,
and grinned back at her.  


 


Maria and Amelia were sitting on the bank of the
stream, watching the exchange, and talking among themselves.  Maria said, “I
will be glad to see my Ricardo again.  Maybe he can talk some sense into Señor
Logan.  This cold natured romance of those two needs to be warmed up.  Maybe we
can figure a way to make one of them jealous, sometimes that will work.”  


 


“As for me,” Amelia began, “I would discourage this
budding romance.  That, at least, would push Olivia in Logan’s direction.  She
always was a rebellious child and certainly knows her own mind.”  She laughed,
“But then, this chap Logan seems to be a little slow in declaring his
feelings.  Something drastic needs to be done.  Maybe while we are at the ranch
we can figure out something to get those two together.  Olivia figures that her
Uncle Claude wouldn’t approve, though that couldn’t be further from the truth. 
None of the young men back in England seemed to be of interest to her.  I think
Claude would like to see her happily married, but not to a spoiled offspring of
one of those stuffy members of British society..  I’ve had my dealings with
those folks, when I came upon hard times myself and believe me, there was no
sympathy there, and I thank the Lord every day for my Claude Beckford.  My
family were wealthy for a time, but when they passed away I almost became
homeless.  All my inheritance went to pay off past debts.  Well, anyway, Claude
quickly hired me to run his household.”


 


“However,” Maria asked, “you became more than a
servant, did you not, Señora Amelia?”  


 


“Actually we became very good friends, and came almost
to the point of marriage, then we began raising Olivia and her brother, Garth. 
Though Claude insisted that we should marry, even then, I felt it would be
improper at that time to even think of such a thing.  So we waited, and it was
agreed, between the two of us, that we would wait until the children were
grown, and possibly married themselves, then we could eventually lead our own
lives, marry and no one would talk, at least not too much, but it hasn’t worked
out that way.  We always wanted the best for Olivia and Garth, now I’m not so
sure I made the right decision at that time.” 


 


“Let me tell it like it is, Señora Amelia, Olivia, she
and Garth both know, and even most of the employees at Beckford Manor, from
what I hear.  And that will be all I will say.”


 


“They can’t possibly know, we haven’t said a work to
either of them.”  Amelia insisted.  


 


“Wait until Olivia marries then.  You will wait
forever at the rate that girl is going.”  


 


“Well, some of Claude’s friends urged him to find a
husband for Olivia, but of course she would rebel, even if he would go so far
as that, which he wouldn’t.  The lass has a mind of her own and when she
doesn’t want to do something, she won’t do it.  Although, when she sets her
mind to do something she wants to do, there is no stopping her.  Her Uncle
Claude found that out when she was very young.  Of course, Olivia learned
quickly how she could wrap that Uncle of hers around her little pinkie, and she
well used that information throughout the years.”  Amelia sighed.  


 


“Si,” Maria agreed, “the Señorita has a mind of her
own, as I have seen that temper of hers.  When Señor Logan was feverish and
ill, the Señorita suggested to her Uncle, that he should throw the ‘lout’,
meaning Señor Logan, overboard,   Then she slammed the door to her room.”  


 


“Oh, my, it must have been love at first sight then,” laughed
Amelia.  


 


<><><> 


 


When the team had once again been hitched to the
wagon, and the sleek black horse hitched to the buggy, the group were on the
move.  From here the trail became hilly, and, with more and more scrub oak, the
scenery was enhanced even more the higher they climbed.  They came upon a grove
of Aspen trees, eventually making way for majestic pines to take over.    


 


Olivia couldn’t stop looking at the forest as they
rode, now oblivious to the bumpy ride she was getting on the wagon seat.  “I
never dreamed, after that stagecoach ride through so many miles of nothing but
prairie, that anything so beautiful existed around Uncle’s ranch.”  She
breathed.


 


“Wait until you see the valley, where the actual ranch
is located.”  Logan answered.  “This is a rugged country, but there’s nothing
like it.  Yes, in the desert and plains, you smell the sage, cacti, and lots of
dust.  Then, in the mountains, the smell of pines almost takes your breath
away.  


 


“But down there in the valley, where all the buildings
of the ranch are, well there’s lots of green grass, wildflowers, and trees.  I
guess old Sam Beckford planned well when he first homesteaded here.  He sure
made the place homey.  Your Uncle likes it.  You’ll see for yourself soon,
we’ll be there shortly.”  


 


“If Uncle Claude likes the ranch, then I shall love it
too.”  Olivia said, then she hesitated before saying, “Um……Logan, I never did
thank you.  The rose was nice, actually it was lovely……and a nice gesture. 
Thank you.  Oh……..you did leave it on my door?”  


 


He looked down at her, “Guilty as charged, Olivia.” 
The smile he gave her was sincere.  I was hoping you’d know it was me who left
it there, and not one of those other many admirers of yours.”  


 


“Oh, I was actually hoping…..I mean, I thought, well I
just knew it was you…..Logan.”  


 


“There,” he chuckled, “that didn’t hurt, did it?”  Say
by the way, I talked to Marshal Rhodes, last night and, speaking of your
admirers, he said that fella, Henry Adams, left town.  He hadn’t bothered you
while we were gone, had he?”  Logan asked seriously.  


 


“Oh no.”  Olivia giggled.  “But I’m afraid my friend, Amelia,
gave him a hearty sendoff, as he climbed into the stage.”  


 


“That little lady?”  Logan looked surprised and
puzzled.  


 


“Well, Amelia does swing a rather hearty umbrella.” 
Olivia said, between giggles, “I believe Marshal Rhodes had already put some
kind of a scare into him, then Amelia made a believer out of poor Henry.  I
don’t think he’ll recover from his send off for quite some time.” 


 


Logan laughed, “I
never would have believed it of that prim and proper little lady.  I’ll have to
personally thank her.”  


 


“Heavens, Logan, please don’t encourage that woman,
and I don’t think Uncle Claude knows about her antics yet.  He’s been so busy
retrieving his ranch from those two crooks, then the court trial.  But I’ll
make sure he finds out just what a wild umbrella Amelia swings and what a
temper his little lady has.”  


 


“His lady?”  Logan looked at her, and raised one
eyebrow.  


 


“Oh well,” She said, “They’ve not been hiding their
feelings for each other so very well.  Back in England even all the employees
of Beckford Manor figured it out long ago.  It’s been rather a topic of
conversation around the place ever since I can remember.  But of course, they
both deny any sort of involvement.”  


 


“Interesting.”  Logan said, in an almost whisper. 
“Very interesting.  Hiding one’s feelings seems to run in the family.”  


 


“Excuse me, what was that?”  Olivia asked.


 


“Oh, nothing.  Just talking to myself.”  He answered. 



 


<><><> 


 


Back in the carriage, Maria was talking, “Señor Claude,
why has the Señorita Olivia never married?”  


 


“Oh, to be honest, Maria, I don’t believe she ever
really gave it much thought.  By Jove, not that she hasn’t had numerous
prospects during the years.  She just couldn’t get serious about any of the
young men who came calling.  


 


“Some of my friends suggested that I choose a husband
for her, but I have never felt comfortable in making Olivia do anything she
didn’t want to do.  So my niece has remained single.  As a last resort, I
suggested this trip, hoping maybe, just maybe, she would meet a worthy chap. 
After a little coaxing, she consented to go.”  He laughed, “It seems to be
working out, somewhat anyway.”  


 


“Thank you Señor, I was only wondering.”  Maria said. 



 


Claude looked down at Amelia, his blue eyes twinkling,
“Oh, and by the way, Amelia, my love, you did a fine bit of acting making Olivia
think you didn’t want her to go on this trip.  She really believed you did not
want her to go.  I believe that fact finally convinced her to go, just to spite
you, if nothing else.”


 


Amelia looked up at Claude, and smiled, “I knew what
you were up to, you old fool.  She does seem to be enjoying herself though.  Maybe
your plan wasn’t so bad.”  


 


Maria joined in, “Oh, si, it’s obvious the Señorita is
already in love, and won’t even admit it to herself.”


 


“My niece has obviously met her match, in that Logan chap, a fine young fellow, though you may be right, Maria.  She either doesn’t
realize it, or hasn’t figured out how to handle her feelings as yet.  Give her
a little time.”  


 


Amelia put in, “Bah, my love, all Olivia’s had is
time.”  She turned to Maria, and said, “By the way, Maria, that was a stroke of
genius, having her ride in the wagon with Logan.  She couldn’t very well refuse
and I hadn’t thought of that myself.”   


 


<><><> 


 


Slowing the team to a walk, that began a slow descent,
  Logan pointed ahead to the verdant valley, “There it is, Olivia.  There lies
the Triple-B.  Is it every bit what you would have expected?”  He asked.  


 


“Oh, even more so!  It is utterly breathtaking.”  She
breathed, fascinated.  “It’s more like a small town, than a ranch.  And a very
colorful one at that.  Are we on the property now?”  


 


“We’ve been on ranch property for about the last three
miles.  It extends even farther on west of here.”  He explained.  Then, “By the
way, what happened to the rose?  Did it wilt?”  He questioned, as his green
eyes twinkled.


 


“Oh, well……..it did dry out, but………um…..I couldn’t
very well toss it into the trash, so I, um…..just pressed it into the pages of
one of my poetry books.  It was so lovely and still smelled so fragrant, like a
sachet.  I don’t like throwing out useful things.”  She explained.  


 


“So you kept it?”  Logan mused.  “I hope you pressed it
in the book with the poem, Hiawatha.  One of my favorites, my mother’s too.”  


 


“I did, and I…..I’m glad I have pleased your mother
too.”  Olivia folded her hands in her lap, and sat up straighter, prim and
proper.  


 


Logan glanced down at
her, noting her now stiff posture, and chuckled softly.  


 


<><><> 


 


A while later, as the wagon neared the ranch yard;
Olivia held her breath taking in the busy scene.  This was definitely a working
ranch, and something was going on in the corral.  She could see a few cowhands
straddling the fence, watching some kind of display inside the corral.  


 


Logan laughed, “Looks
like some of the boys are at it again, trying to break a wild mustang.  It’s
hard work, but enjoyable when they tame down them wild creatures.  I hadn’t
done that kind of thing for years, and my body ached for days after Ricardo and
I had our turn at it.  Sure was good to be in the saddle of a wild bronc again
though.  I wouldn’t trade the experience for all the tea in China.”  He added, “I kind of look forward to doing it again soon.  Just a glutton for
punishment, I guess, but I have really missed this life, and, at times,
wondered if I would ever see the west again.  Nothin’ like it anywhere in the
world.  Sometimes at night, during those eight years, I would actually think I
smelled the sage and wild flowers of the desert, then in the morning it would
be the same.  Nothing but hard labor aboard that Devil’s ship.”


 


“What are your plans, Logan?  I mean after you return
home, then what?”  She asked.  


 


“Well, soon as I see my folks, I’ll know more what I
can do.  I may need to help my pa with his horses for awhile, depends on his
health, he’s not been getting any younger.  Though, I always dreamed of raising
cattle myself.  That’s why I worked so hard on ranches, then panned for gold in
  Alaska, hit it good there, and got my stake.  


 


“Sure glad I had sense enough to deposit what I made
in a Seattle bank.  I wanted my folks to use some of that money, while I was
away, but they never did, only added to the account.  Just like them to do that.” 
He shrugged, then looking wistful, said, “I’m their only offspring, but regardless,
my folks have always been independent, taught me to be the same.  Those eight
years away, took a toll on my independence, though thankfully, I never lost
hope.  Then I took my chance when it came.  Glad the other three men got safely
away too.” 


 


Olivia liked hearing the sound of Logan’s voice as he
talked, then she said, “That evil Captain Devlin was arrested and taken back to
  England to stand trial, my brother told us all about that.”    


 


“Yes,” Logan answered, “With Devlin under arrest now, I
guess the rest of the prisoners were released.  Some were in pretty bad shape. 
I only hope they all got at least half as good a care as I did.”  He smiled at
her, set the brake on the wagon, jumped to the ground, then reached up to
assist Olivia.  Heavens, why did her heart skip a beat every time he helped her
from the wagon?  She needed to take more control of her reactions to his
touch.  A person would think she was in love.  Olivia pondered this, as Logan lifted her easily to the ground.  She stepped quickly away from him, walking back
towards the buggy to greet the others.        


 


The sleek black horse had pulled the buggy to a stop a
ways behind the wagon, just as Olivia was being swung to the ground by Logan.  


 


The housekeeper of the main ranch house, Consuelo
Alvarez, was in the process of opening the gate to the courtyard, with a wide
grin on her face.  Trudy Perkins, carrying a small carpetbag, along with the tall,
slim young cowhand, Cougar Olson, who was toting several pieces of Trudy’s luggage,
stood behind the housekeeper.  They hesitantly followed Consuelo, as she
stepped through the gate.


 


“Consuelo beamed, as she walked forward, “Your rooms
have been readied.  She said, “I hope everything meets with your
satisfaction.”   


 


Maria spoke, as she looked around, “Just where is my
Ricardo?  He’s not out here to greet his wife?”


 


Consuelo laughed and waved a hand towards the
bunkhouse, from which place Ricardo was exiting and he called to Maria, “I had
almost given up on the fact that I had a wife, but now that I see you, my love,
I believe I will keep you after all.”  


 


Maria strolled up to him, then after looking him up
and down carefully, she said softly, “I suppose I shall have to keep you also,
my Caballero, as I searched the town of Coyote Springs, but could not find a
replacement for you.”  She reached up and removed the sombrero from his head, smoothed
down his thick head of black hair, then kissed him.  


 


Claude introduced Consuelo to the ladies, as Logan began unloading the wagon, setting each piece of luggage inside the gate to the
courtyard.  


 


Cougar Olson stepped forward, “Claude,” he began, “I
guess I should call you ‘Boss’ now though…..”  


 


“No, no, son, you call me by my name.  You call
Chester Burns ‘Boss’ now since he’s the foreman of the Triple-B.  I understand
he was foreman for Sam Beckford, before Holderman took over.”  Claude stated.  


 


“Yes, Claude, I heard he was, but that was before my
time.  Some of the older hands call him ‘Smiley’ though, cause he never
smiles.  Anyway, what I wanted to talk to you about……Oh, sorry, this here is
Miss Trudy Perkins, Woody Perkins’ daughter.  Trudy, this is Claude Beckford.” 



 


“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Perkins.”  Claude
extended his hand.  


 


“Well, I’m not pleased to meet the man who put us out
of our home.”  She ignored the outstretched hand, then snapped at Cougar Olson,
“I thought you were going to haul my bags to my Pa’s.  Are you, or aren’t
you?”  She stomped her foot impatiently.  


 


“Oh, uh, yes, Trudy.  Sorry about that, Claude.  Would
it be alright if I use the wagon to haul Miss Perkins’ things down to her Pa’s
spread?”  Cougar asked. 


 


“Of course, Olson.”  Claude answered.  “Make sure you
hitch a fresh team to the wagon though, oh and when you see Mr. Perkins, tell
him to give you a list of what he needs to get his ranch going again.  Being
neighbors, I’d like to help the chap some in starting over.”  


 


“That’s good of you.”  Olson said, “I’ll be sure and
tell him that.”  


 


“Oh,” Trudy snapped, “don’t do us any favors, old
man.”  


 


“No favor, only being neighborly.”  Claude smiled.


 


Trudy moved over to where Logan was taking the last
satchel out of the wagon.  “Some of us move out and others move in.”  She
quipped to Logan.  


 


Logan nodded to her,
“Ma’am.”  He said politely, then walked into the courtyard.  


 


But Trudy called after him, “Okay, handsome.  If you
want to meet later, I’ll be down the road a ways.  I’ve been displaced.  Just
don’t let my Pa see you, when you come down.”  Noticing Ricardo standing with
his arm around Maria, Trudy looked at him, and winked, then walked over to
Cougar Olson.  “Come on, cowboy, let’s get that team hitched up and light out. 
I don’t take to these folks.”


 


Claude shook his head, and turned to the house. 
Reaching Logan, he said, “That young lass has a lot of anger in her.”  


 


“I believe she has some growing up to do.”  Logan answered.  


 


“Perhaps, my boy, perhaps.”  


 


Maria hissed at Ricardo, “Who, my husband, is the
child barracuda, with the flirty eyes?”  


 


Ricardo laughed, “That, my lovely, is a spawn of the
devil.  A lovely child, but the daughter of Señor Woody Perkins.  Pity the poor
cowhand who would dare fall for that one.  If her papa didn’t kill the poor
hombre, she probably would.  Besides, I warned her about you.  I told the Señorita
that I had a jealous wife.”  


 


“Huh……obviously the Señorita Perkins, does not heed
warnings well.”  Maria scoffed.  


 


Inside the vast colorful courtyard, Olivia and Amelia
had been fascinated with the décor, though they had paused to watch the display
Trudy Perkins had put on.  “Well, I can understand why the child is bitter.” 
Amelia volunteered.  


 


“Of course.”  Olivia agreed.  “But it seems the
‘child’ is inclined to take some of the male population of the ranch with her,
as she leaves.”  


 


“Do not believe all you see, Señorita Olivia.”  Consuelo
had walked over to them, then added, “Trudy covers up many hurts by being
rebellious, and, at times, flirty with the hombres.  I have seen her grow from
an eight year old lonely child, to an eighteen year old lonely young woman. 
She means no harm.”  


 


“No, I suppose not.”  Maria said, “Nor does a rattler
mean harm.”  


 


“I will show you to your rooms if you wish to freshen
up before lunch.”  Consuelo volunteered stiffly.  Obviously she favored the Señorita
Perkins.


 


The housekeeper motioned them from the courtyard, and
into the cool interior of the rambling old stucco building.  Olivia glanced
back at the colorful array of potted geranium plants and tiled walkways, before
entering the house.  Orange trees had been planted at various locations
throughout the courtyard.  The place was lovely, and impressive, to say the
least.  They followed the housekeeper to a separate wing of the house, then
down a long hallway, their heels clicking on the tiled floors, as they walked. 
Olivia, at once, decided she would take a tour of the hacienda after lunch.  It
was magnificent, though not nearly as large as Beckford Manor, back in England, but different, and unique, and Olivia fell in love with the beautiful ranch house
on sight.    


 


Maria chose a large room at the far end of the
corridor, for herself and Ricardo, and as rooms were plentiful, Amelia and
Olivia each chose rooms of their own, each bedroom having French doors, which
opened onto private, walled in, patios.  


 


As Consuelo turned to leave, she said, “Señor Beckford
and Logan Wakefield will have a suite of rooms in the south wing.  That is where
Sam Beckford had his rooms and he would want your Uncle there.  That wing has
not been used in ten years.  I will have your luggage brought to your rooms,
and then lunch will be ready in one hour.”


 


“Thank you, Consuelo.”  Olivia said graciously.  Consuelo
did not answer.  Olivia walked into her room, closed the door, then looked
around.  She noted the room was decorated in matching pink flowered wallpaper,
bed linens and quilt.  Pink curtains with white lace edging, graced the tall
windows.  This had definitely been a girl’s room, and Olivia wondered if the
room had been Trudy Perkins’ room.  Maybe that was why the sudden change in the
housekeeper’s disposition.  


 


She guessed Consuelo had become attached to the little
‘vampire’ over a ten year period.  However, the property had never belonged to
the Perkins in the first place, and after all, from what she had heard, Consuelo
had been given a home here by Sam Beckford, with  good wages so should have no complaints. 
If Consuelo had a problem, she could very well follow the Perkins to their own
property, if she so chose.  “Though she is a good hard worker.  Could she be
replaced here?”  Olivia mused.  


 


Olivia began taking pins from her hair, then letting
the golden locks fall down her back in soft curls.  Seeing a white porcelain
pitcher full of cool water, with a matching wash basin on a stand next to a
tall bureau, she also noted soft white towels and scented soap, as well. 
Though, just as she had begun to soap her hands, there was a soft rap on her
door.  Thinking it was Amelia or Maria, she said, “Come in.”  


 


But it was neither.  It was Logan Wakefield, who
opened the door, and stepped inside the room, with both arms full of her
luggage, and who almost dropped the bags, as he stood with his mouth agape,
staring at Olivia, with her golden curls flowing around her shoulders, then a
foolish grin spread across his handsome suntanned face.  A brow arched, as he
softly said, “Your servant, Ma’am, just bringing your luggage.”
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“Oh, I’m sorry.”  Olivia quickly rinsed the soap from
her hands, and grabbed a white towel.  “I……I thought you were Amelia, or
Maria.”  She explained.  


 


“Now, Olivia,” Logan shook his head, chuckling, “do I
look like either one of them?”  


 


“No.”  She flustered.  “Oh, you…….”  If she had her
hairbrush handy, she would throw it at him.  


 


“I really should apologize.”  Logan sobered, “Guess I
should have let you know it was me before barging in, but Consuelo said you
needed your bags brought in, and told me which room was yours.  I figured you
were waiting for them.”


 


“It’s alright really.  It was kind of you to bring
them.”  She looked up at him, and smiled.  That smile was almost Logan’s undoing, and he quickly looked away, then set down the bags, and began backing to
the door. 


 


“I’d better leave before your friend Amelia catches me
in your room, and arms herself with her umbrella.”  He laughed then, “You sure
do look pretty, with your hair down like that.”  He backed out of the door.  


 


“Thank you for bringing my bags.  I’ll see you at
lunch then.”  She called after him, as he was disappearing down the hallway. 


 


Olivia slowly closed her door, opened one of the
satchels, and reached inside, taking out her favorite book of poetry.  She
opened the book to the page where she had pressed the lovely rose petals, then
touched each soft petal, with her finger tips.  She laid the open book on the
bed, as she began to carefully dress for lunch, choosing a simple blue gingham
day gown, then taking more time than usual on her hair.  She brushed it until
it shone, then pinned it up on her head in a loose upsweep.  


 


Before leaving to go to Amelia’s room to see if she
was ready for lunch, Olivia closed the book with the rose petals in it, then
tucked the book carefully under one of the soft feather pillows on her bed.  She
felt like a silly schoolgirl.  There definitely was life outside of Beckford
Manor, and Olivia was determined to see as much of it as she possibly could. 
Humming to herself, she then hurried to Amelia’s room.


 


“Now just what brought that flush to your cheeks,
young lady?”  Amelia asked, sternly, as she opened her door to Olivia’s rap. 
“Maybe we should share a room after all.  Has that cowboy been hanging around
here?”   


 


“Do you mean Logan?  Oh, Amelia, really.  He only
brought my luggage and he was a perfect gentleman.  I wanted to see if you were
ready for lunch and it appears that you are, so being as I am starved, let’s go. 
Oh and please leave that umbrella in your room.”  


 


“Ricardo brought my luggage along with his and
Maria’s.  I didn’t have a special delivery from that ‘cowboy’ Logan, like you
did.”  Amelia stated firmly.  “And furthermore, just when are we going back
home, so you can stop this nonsense, blushing every time that Logan chap comes
near you?  A person would think you were taken with him.  We need to get you out
of this uncivilized country away from these crude westerners so you can come to
your senses.  It’s a wonder we haven’t been attacked by savage Indians.” 
Amelia stomped off down the hallway, ahead of Olivia.  


 


“Amelia, wait, it’s not like that, really, and
besides, Uncle Claude likes Logan, and trusts him, and you should too.”  Olivia
protested.  


 


They were joined by Olivia’s Uncle Claude, just as
they were entering the Dining Room with the long carved oak table, set with
delicate china and complete with bowls of hot beef, mashed potatoes, gravy, and
many side dishes.  


 


“Well, Ollie and Amelia,” Claude began, “does this
ranch meet with your approval?”  He pulled out two chairs, and waited until the
ladies had seated themselves, then he went around to the head of the table, to
seat himself, just as Logan, Ricardo and Maria walked into the room.  


 


“Of course, Uncle Claude.”  Olivia answered her uncle,
“I believe I could stay at this ranch forever.  I’ve never seen anything like
it, and I can’t wait ‘til after lunch, when I will search the whole place until
I’ve seen everything there is to see.”  


 


Logan sat down across
from Olivia.  “If you want a tour of the ranch, just say the word.  Ricardo and
I are fairly familiar with the place, and at least one of us can show you
around.”  


 


“Oh…….that would be nice.  Thank you.”  She answered.


 


“H’mph!”  Was all Amelia could offer, then she said,
as she stiffened her shoulders, looking Logan right in the eye, “I believe we
could all benefit by a tour of the place, right after lunch, ‘we’ could all
take a walk then.  Thank you for offering, Mr. Wakefield.”  


 


Logan wondered about
Amelia’s sudden formality, but then he was hungry, and the food looked good.  Consuelo
was definitely a good cook, and a good hostess as well, however, he noted that
she catered mostly to Claude Beckford, seeming to favor him over the others. 
Well, Claude was a cousin of the original owner and Consuelo was probably
partial to Claude because she was glad to have old Sam Beckford’s kin here now. 



 


She made sure his glass was kept full of cold tea and
his plate never empty until Claude had to wave her away.  She was hovering
around him a little too much; however he was enjoying the glares the
housekeeper was receiving from Amelia.  His love was definitely jealous.  He
smiled at Amelia.   Ignoring him, she picked at her food.  


 


Later, as Olivia began her tour of the hacienda, Uncle
Claude begged off saying he was going to have a meeting with the men over at
the cook house.  The hands that weren’t out on the range would assemble there
after lunch.  Maria said she was going to take a nap.  Amelia stomped off
towards the corridor leading to her room, not speaking to anyone; however, with
her back turned, she had a faint smile on her lips.  Drastic situations called
for drastic measures.  Ricardo said he would attend the meeting with Claude.  


 


In the corridor, Maria slowed down to wait for
Amelia.  “Don’t you think you are putting on the show a little too thick,
Amelia?”  Maria asked the older woman.  They both looked at each other, and
burst out laughing. 


 


Olivia was alone with Logan as her guide.


 


“We can start with the south wing, where your Uncle
Claude has his suite of rooms, with a study and library across the hall from
his room.  I have a room adjoining his.”  Logan stated as he took Olivia’s arm
and escorted her to the south wing of the house.  


 


“By the way, Olivia,” He looked at her quizzically,
“why is your friend, Amelia, upset?  Has someone ruffled her feathers?”  


 


“Oh, I guess she wasn’t amused by the housekeeper’s
hovering over my uncle.”  Laughed Olivia.  “Probably a little put out is all. 
She’ll get over it.”  


 


“No.” Logan pointed out, “It couldn’t have been only
that.  Amelia was fairly frothing at the mouth, even before that overdone
display of Consuelo’s.”


 


“Oh well,” Olivia hesitated, then, “Um….she did ask me
when I would return to England, and come to my senses.  Not sure what she meant
by that though.  Whatever it was, it’s not important.  I’m enjoying myself too
much to worry about someone’s grumpy moods.” 


 


The first room they entered was the study, which had
also been used as a library, with countless books lining the shelves.  “Uncle
will love this room, and I may just spend days, or even months in here
reading.  What a collection!”  Olivia ran her hand over the leather bindings on
several books.  


 


“Will you have months to spend here reading, at the
ranch, Olivia?”  Logan asked.  


 


“Oh……well, maybe just days then.  Although if I had my
way, I could spend a lifetime on this ranch.”  


 


“Olivia, it’s your life to live, and from what I can
figure out, it’s about time you decided just what it is you do want to do with
your life.”  Logan insisted.  


 


“Excuse me?”  She flustered.  “You mean you think I’m
getting to an age where I’d better do something with my life, before it’s too
late?”  She huffed.  


 


“Oh, no.  I didn’t mean that.  Now please don’t get
your feathers ruffled.  You are a beautiful young woman.  I’m just amazed you
have avoided marriage.  You must have had many offers.”  He explained.  


 


“You mean many offers all those years?  Just what did
you mean, Logan?”  She put her hands on her hips, and looked up at him,
sky-blue eyes sparkling wistfully.  It was all Logan could do not to take her
in his arms, and kiss away the bewildered expression from her eyes.


 


He swallowed, hesitated, then tried again to explain. 
“Well, first of all, I have been known to put a booted foot into my mouth when
I’m around lovely lass.  Second, I’ve been at sea for eight long years of my
life.  Those years were lost, never will be regained, so if I don’t say exactly
what I mean at times, I guess.……..well, can we just begin this conversation
over?”  


 


Logan looked so pathetic, that Olivia burst out
laughing, then said, “I’m sorry for laughing, but you have the same expression
as you had when it was pouring outside in Coyote Springs, and you came in out
of the rain, soaked to the……well, soaking wet.  And, yes please, let’s start
the conversation over, and I do apologize for my burst of temper, maybe it’s
rubbing off from Amelia.”  She finished.  


 


“Alright,” pointing to the book shelves, Logan said, “the library wasn’t used during the years that Woody Perkins lived here.  He
never learned to read, that’s why he was such easy prey for Phillips and
Holderman.  Being ignorant isn’t a crime.  His greed is what got him this place,
though we can never prove him guilty of intent to steal the Triple-B.  


 


“He did receive funds from the sale of cattle though,
but your uncle didn’t want to prosecute for that, and I’m sure most of the
money was spent long ago.  He was more of an illegal squatter here than
anything.  I’m sure his daughter, Trudy, reads, but never really liked books
that well.  She was too busy tormenting the hired hands and trying to escape
the controlling hand of her father.”  


 


“Oh, do you mean it was torment for the cowboys to
have to keep away from the little ‘python’?”   Olivia asked.  


 


At Logan’s questioning look, and raised eyebrow, she
relented, “I’m sorry.  There I go again.  I’m sure the Perkins girl has had
some hard times…….that is when she wasn’t busy spending my Uncle Claude’s
money.”  She finished with a shrug, then she and Logan both laughed.  


 


He suggested, “I guess we might as well look over the
rest of the house, not the kitchen though.  From what I’ve heard, you’d
probably take over the cooking from Consuelo, and then I’d never get you out of
there.”  He chuckled.  


 


Olivia joined in, “You’re probably right.  Uncle
Claude and Amelia both gave up years ago, trying to keep me out of the kitchen
at Beckford Manor.  I pestered the cooks for years, until they finally taught
me everything they knew, just to shut me up.  I cooked many a meal there, and
Uncle didn’t know.  He always praised the chefs, but they never told him that I
had cooked the meal.”  


 


After a quick exploration of the rest of the hacienda,
  Logan suggested a stroll around the ranch yard, to which Olivia readily
agreed.  


 


As they approached the corral, the young blonde
cowhand, known as Smokey, was leading out a rebellious chestnut mustang, from
the stables.  The older red-haired hand, Rusty, was attempting to saddle the
horse, and after the third attempt, he managed to keep the saddle in place,
then tightened the cinch.  


 


Seeing Logan approaching, Rusty called, “There’s the
pro.  Hey Logan, you wanna try breakin’ this bronc?”


 


“Sorry boys, but I’m showing the owner’s niece around
the ranch.  Maybe later, when I have time.  You boys have at it.”  Logan answered.  


 


Smokey called, “Ah’ll be glad to show the lady around
for you.”  


 


“No thanks.”  Logan said, then he introduced Olivia to
the men.  He figured the meeting with Claude had gone well as all the hands
seemed to be back working.  


 


As they walked away, he noticed Chester Burns entering
the building behind the stable, where he had a small office.  “That’s the
foreman.”  He explained to Olivia.  “Been here a long time, and now has his old
job back.”


 


<><><> 


 


Logan and Olivia spent the next three hours walking
about several acres of ranch property, amidst a grove of oak and sycamore
trees; they came upon a small creek bed with clear water running over countless
rocks.  Someone had built a small foot-bridge, out of wooden planks, running
from one side of the creek to the other, and Olivia ran across the small bridge
to the other side, with Logan following.  The grass was tall and green, with
wildflowers scattered throughout the wooded area.  


 


“I hadn’t seen this part of the ranch before.  Sure is
pretty in here.”  Logan spoke softly, not wanting to spoil the effect, and all
at the same time, wishing the afternoon would never end.  This was an Olivia he
hadn’t seen before, and wanted to hold onto the dream for as long as possible. 



 


“Yes.”  Olivia whispered, as she sat down on the grass
at the edge of the stream, tucked her skirts around her legs then tossed a
small pebble into the bubbling water.  “If I had known Uncle’s ranch was like
this, I would have gotten a shotgun myself, and gotten that Woody Perkins out
of here sooner.”  She offered.  


 


“And you probably could have done it too.”  Laughed Logan, as he sat down near her, then he added, “At least if you would have brought Amelia
with her umbrella.”  


 


Olivia watched as a butterfly fluttered over a small
white flower, then she turned to watch as a frog leapt from one rock to
another.  Logan pointed downstream a ways, “See where that pile of brush is? 
That’s where a beaver has begun to build a dam.  It’s only partially built. 
Wonder why he stopped.”  


 


“Maybe some bigger animal came, and chased him away.” 
She offered, then giggled.  Logan enjoyed hearing the sound of Olivia’s laughter. 



 


After awhile Logan spoke, “I guess maybe we should be
getting back to the house.  I’d like this afternoon to last longer, but I don’t
want your uncle to come hunting you, or, even worse, Amelia with her weapon.” 
He thought a moment, then added, “Or worst of all, if we stay here much longer,
a cowboy just may be tempted to kiss a very pretty girl.”  


 


“Oh?”  Olivia looked over at him, and, seeing that
certain gleam in his green eyes, she said, “Well, I………I guess we should be
getting back.  I didn’t realize it was getting that late.”  She jumped up,
brushed off her skirts, and began running, across the wooden foot-bridge, then
through the woods.  She looked back over her shoulder, and laughed, as she ran,
“The cowboy can’t kiss the girl, because he can’t catch her.”  She shouted.  


 


Lord Beckford and Amelia, who had been walking through
the wooded area, ducked into a shaded place under a huge Sycamore tree.  “Do
you suppose he’ll catch her, Claude?”  Amelia asked.  “I doubt it, love. 
Olivia runs pretty fast.”  Claude mused.  


 


“I know.  I never could catch that girl, when she was
little, and she has longer legs now.”  Amelia sighed.  


 


<><><> 


 


Olivia slowed, flushed and panting, as they reached
the ranch yard, with Logan only a few paces behind her.  


 


“Next time I go to town, I’ll get me a pair of Indian
moccasins, then watch out, lady.”  Logan said, laughing and out of breath. 
“You may have won this race.  I can’t run well in these boots, but I even used
to out run some of the Indian boys, in Wyoming, when I wore moccasins.” 


 


“You actually ran races with Indians?”  She asked.  


 


“Sure, some of them are real peaceful folks.  Used to
come by pa’s ranch and trade with us too.  All kinds of things, but mostly
horses though.  They’re good horsemen.  Most Indians are.”  Logan explained. 
He stopped and turned to Olivia, “Now don’t get the wrong idea, many a tribe
resent our intrusion into this western land, an’ they’re the ones to watch out
for.  We’re hoping the peaceful ones will spread the word that we only want to
live in peace.  Some of them are right nice folks, an’ many a pioneer took an Indian
maiden for his wife, an’ even some lived in the Indian villages, raising
families.”


 


“Oh, I didn’t know all that.”  Olivia looked up at
him, slightly flushed.  “You must know so much about them.”  


 


“Well,” Logan continued, “The Calvary, horse soldiers,
they try to keep the mean ones under control.  I guess a hundred years from now
we’ll all live together in peace.”  He grinned at Olivia.  


 


“Maybe sometime you can tell me more about the
American Indian.  It must be an interesting subject.  All I ever heard, from
reading books, is all about the ‘savage’ Indians.”


 


“No.  They’re folks, like us, only of a different
culture.  You have to understand them, and accept their ways, and then they
have to accept ours.  That’s the only way to a peaceful co-existence.  You see,
our Government gave them land called reservations, but some aren’t satisfied
with the locations, though others remain, and are peaceful.  Those few who pull
away from their tribes, and go to war, are called renegades.”  Logan paused, and thought a moment, then, “I guess they feel we came and took away their
hunting grounds.  They’re a proud people, and you can almost sympathize with
them, if it weren’t for some of their outrageous crimes against our folks.


 


“There are numerous Indian tribes, too many to count,
and they all differ somewhat.  Now the Sioux, a Midwestern Indian, with a
powerful stature, can’t seem to come to peaceful terms with anyone, even other
tribes.  Oh yes, they war against each other at times.  But now, the Winnebago,
a peaceful branch of the Sioux, live in eastern Nebraska.  They are farmers and
easy-going, likable folks.


 


“Down Arizona way, they have the peaceful Navajo, then
farther south, the very, very proud Apache.  Several tribes and locations of
them.  The White Mountain Apache are in east central Arizona.  That’s just west
of the New Mexico border. The Triple-B now, well, we’re near the border, but
the other side of it, east of New Mexico.


 


“Then there’s the other tribes of Apache, some in
southeastern Arizona, strong, proud fighting men.  Some  of whose war chiefs
will take their place in American history, but they also have family life, same
as any other, and their descendants will take their place in this country, same
as ours.  We’ll discuss them more another time.  That will take a lot of
telling, and it seems you are interested in learning more on this subject.  Of
course I’ve been away for a time, but I don’t believe things have changed that
much, in eight years.”  


 


“Thank you, Logan.  It seems I do have a lot to
learn.”  She smiled up at him, then they walked side by side into the
courtyard.   


 


Trudy Perkins was sitting on a bench with Consuelo.  Well,
that put a damper on the good mood.  Olivia was speechless, thinking the girl
had left the property earlier.  When no one spoke, Consuelo stood, and said, “I
can visit with Señorita Perkins if I like.  No one can tell me not to.  She
rode back with Cougar Olson, when he brought the wagon back.  He used it to
take the girl’s meager possessions to her father’s ranch, and when Señor Olson
is ready to leave, she will go.  She said her father was not at his small
ranch, and Señor Olson did not want to leave the Señorita there alone.”  


 


Olivia had regained her composure, and calmly said, “I
cannot speak for my Uncle, but I have no problem with whomever you wish to
visit, Consuelo.  But please confine your guests to the rear patio.”  And with
that, Olivia stomped into the house, leaving Logan standing there speechless,
looking after her.  


 


Trudy stood up, smiled, then walked over to Logan.  Looking up at him, she reached up to softly stroke his cheek.  “You want to take me
to my pa’s place, handsome?”  She asked.  


 


Logan quickly took
ahold of Trudy’s wrist, moving her hand down to her side, and said, “Sorry,
Miss Perkins, I have other plans, besides I understand that Olson will take
you.”  .  


 


Olivia glanced from a front window, before heading
down the hallway to her room, and hadn’t heard what was being said.  “Well, Logan, see if you can untangle yourself from that clinging ‘child’.”  She muttered to
herself, wondering why she let that Trudy person disturb her so.   She didn’t
care that much about Logan, or did she?  


 


Consuelo walked over to Trudy, then angrily taking her
by the arm, she said, “Stop that, young lady.  Stop that at once.  I see you
have not changed a bit.  That is why your papa has so much trouble keeping you
in line.  No wonder his head is turning white.  Even the toughest of cowboys
are afraid of you.  I should have known you came back here to cause trouble.” 
She scolded.   


 


Then continued, “Go see if Cougar Olson is ready to
escort you back home.  He had to bring the wagon back, but you didn’t have to
come back here with him.  You would have been safe alone at your papa’s place. 
Even a rattler would be afraid to bite you.  Go!” She said, “From now on, I
will visit you, when I wish to be shamed by you again.  You will stay away from
this ranch from this day on.  You do nothing but stir up trouble.”  


 


“Leave me alone, Consuelo.”  Trudy said, as she
twisted her arm from the housekeeper’s grasp.  “It’s harmless flirting.  None
of your concern.  Besides that Logan likes me.”  


 


“He likes Señorita Olivia.  They’ve only been here one
day, and anyone can see that.”  Consuelo scolded.  “I should have turned you
over my knee, when you were a child.”  She scoffed.  


 


Logan’s ears were
burning, as he quickly walked away, then out of the courtyard.  Cougar Olson
seems to like the little spitfire, and as the old saying goes, love is blind, he
thought, maybe Olson can tame her.  More power to the poor fool, but she will
use her beauty against him every step of the way.  


Maybe Trudy was only acting up, to cover up her own
youth, and inexperience, and possibly to get back at her pa, for his strict
hold on her, and maybe in time she will change.  Logan doubted that fact also. 
The girl‘s a born troublemaker, and Olson’s going to have his hands full.  He
thought.  Though just maybe her pa has held her in too much, and it’s working just
the opposite of his intent.  Well, he couldn’t let it bother him, she’s
Cougar’s problem now.    


 


As Logan walked towards Hank’s kitchen, he wondered
what Olivia thought, if she had seen that display in the courtyard. Maybe Hank
has a pot of hot coffee on the stove, and a little conversation to go with.  He
needed the distraction.  Logan was pleased to see that Claude Beckford was in
the room as he walked in.  Claude was seating himself on a bench at the long
table while Hank was pouring two mugs of coffee.  


 


“Hey, Logan.  Grab yourself a seat.  Good to see
you.”  Hank said, as he took another clean mug from a shelf.  


 


“Hank.”  Logan nodded, then turned to Claude Beckford,
“How did the meeting go, Claude?  Did a lot of the hands show?”  He asked.  


 


“Fine, yes, about fifteen all told.  There are about
five of them out on the range, or up in one of those line shacks.  So I will
speak with them when they come in.  We’re supposed to begin fall roundup in a
couple weeks, and some of the boys tell me we’ll be needing about four or five
more men at that time.  Burns said he’d take care of finding them.  He said
there are usually a few men in town wanting temporary work.”  Claude
explained.  “Most of the men at the meeting were receptive with the change.  A
couple said that, after the roundup, they would be riding on.”  Claude accepted
the coffee that Hank poured.  


 


“I did have a talk with Chester Burns, the foreman,
though.”  Claude explained, “He seems like a serious chap, but he was foreman
for Sam Beckford, before Holderman came and took over.  Burns seems glad to be
back at his old job though, and said that he never did take to that Holderman
and Phillips.  Of course Woody Perkins was believed to be the owner, so he had
no opinion of him.”  


 


“Can’t say as I blame him for his dislike of the other
two.”  Logan said.  “Yes, Burns is a hard man, but I believe an honest one, and
good at his job.”  


 


Claude took two swallows of hot coffee, then asked Logan, “Did Olivia enjoy her tour of the ranch?”  


 


“Actually, I believe she really likes this place.”  Logan laughed, “She’s so impressed that I believe you may have trouble taking her back to England.”  


 


“Good, that’s good, my boy.”  Claude took up the
coffee mug, and began enjoying the strong hot brew.


 


“Good?”  Logan questioned.  


 


“Exactly what I was hoping that she would like
somewhere else, besides Beckford Manor.  Oh, I love the Manor alright, but
there are other places on this earth, just as nice, or better, and it’s about
time that my niece discovered that fact.”  Claude shrugged at Logan’s surprised
expression, then he continued.  “She’s a stubborn lass, that Olivia, but I love
her dearly.  That’s why I suggested this ‘vacation’.  Of course I had to do some
talking her into it.”  He laughed again, then spoke seriously, “I really would
like to retire one of these days, and figured that maybe this western territory
wouldn’t be so bad a place in which to live out my days.” 


 


“It’s a fine country, Claude.  I’ve always been
partial to cattle ranches, though my pa favors horses.  Speaking of my pa, it’s
going to be about time for me to head up to Wyoming before long, much as I hate
to leave this place.  What are your plans, Claude?  “Do you still feel like taking
the trip there with me?”  Logan asked.  “Or should I ask, do you dare leave
this ranch unprotected?”  


 


Claude set his mug on the table, and pondered Logan’s question.  “Give me one day, Logan, my boy.  I’ll speak to Olivia, and then to
Ricardo and Maria.  Maybe we can work something out.  And yes, I do want very
much to go with you.  I promised my niece a long vacation.  Much as I have
become attached to this ranch already, I intend to fulfill that promise.  I
know how anxious you are to see your folks, and I believe that would be a
wonderful trip for Olivia too.  Yes, let me speak to the others, maybe after
supper tonight.  I do very much want to see your Wyoming, and your father’s
horse ranch.” 


 


<><><> 


 


Back in her room, Olivia answered the soft rap on her
door.  It was Maria.  “Señorita Olivia.”  She began, as she walked over to sit
on the beige, soft velvet upholstered wing-back chair, in the center of the
room.  Then Olivia seated herself on the edge of the feather bed, careful not
to muss the pink flowered satin coverlet.  


 


Then Maria continued, “My Ricardo, he has gone to see
your Uncle Claude.  We have a problem.  My husband, he will speak to Señor Claude. 
I will ask your advice.”  


 


“Yes, Maria?”  Olivia asked.  


 


“As you know, we are to leave soon for Mexico to visit relatives in Mexico City.  That is a long trip, and I’m not sure I am up to it.” 
She heaved a long sigh, then, “I might as well get it over with.  We have,
Ricardo and I, fallen in love with this hacienda, and do not wish to leave.” 
She looked at Olivia questioningly.  


 


“Yes?”  Olivia asked again.  “Go on, Maria.”  


 


“That is it, Señorita.”  Maria answered.  “We have
traveled so much, and wish to settle down.  Your uncle, he needs much help here
and Ricardo and I, we feel that we could do so much to help with the running of
this ranch, but we’re not sure if we will be accepted.  As I have said, Ricardo
has gone to seek your Uncle’s opinion on this.”  


 


“Oh, Maria.  Did you even need to ask, I am ecstatic!” 
Olivia jumped up and ran to pull Maria from the chair, and hug her so tightly,
to almost take her breath away.  “Believe me, my friend, when I say, that I was
not looking forward to the day when you and Ricardo would leave.”  She sighed. 
“But what about your family in Mexico?  Will they be disappointed?”  She then
asked.


 


“If it will be alright with you and your Uncle, my
relations, they can visit us here, if they want to see us at all.”  Maria said. 
Then she grabbed Olivia in another hug. “We have been so worried about what to
do, and am so glad you will welcome us.  Ricardo was sure Señor Claude would be
receptive for the help on this Rancho.  He also said that most of the vaqueros
here have welcomed all of us most graciously.


 


“Maria, you know that Uncle Claude and I have planned
a trip to Wyoming with Logan.  Well, I’m not sure if that will take place,
though, it is still in the planning stage.  Logan seems taken by that Trudy
girl, and maybe he would like to take her instead.”  Olivia finished with a
deep sigh.


 


“Señorita, I can’t believe you have even said that,
much less thought it.  Logan is so in love with you that he can’t take his eyes
off of you, when you are in the room together.  And you must have had a good
afternoon, touring the grounds with him.  Did you not?”  


 


“I thought there for awhile, as he did mention his
intent to, well…….kiss me.  But I outran him.”  Olivia finished.  “Then that
Trudy girl was in the courtyard, and his interest seemed to lay with her.  When
I glanced out the window from the front entry hall, she had her hand on his
cheek, though he did take her hand away.  But I didn’t hear what was being
said.”  She finished lamely.  


 


“That she-cat!  I’m sure Señor Logan was only trying
to get away from her.”  Maria said.  


 


“I didn’t watch.  So I’m not sure what happened.” 
Olivia went to sit on the edge of her bed again.  


 


Maria followed her, and sat beside her, putting her
arm around Olivia’s shoulders. “You can be sure that Señor Logan knows how to
handle that Trudy, Olivia, and we can be sure that he made a hasty getaway, and
is probably right at this moment in the kitchen talking to Hank, and possibly Señor
Claude.  Maybe Ricardo has found them by now too.”  Maria stated firmly.  


 


There was a steady rap on Olivia’s door.  Maria went
quickly to open it.  Consuelo stood there looking agitated.  “May I speak with Señorita
Olivia at once?  Please?”  She said.


 


Olivia stood, and walked over to the door.  “Of
course, what is it Consuelo?”  She asked.


 


“Señorita Olivia, can you ever forgive me for my
foolishness in the courtyard?  I was disrespectful to you, and have no excuse,
except that I can’t stop thinking of Trudy as a small eight year old child.  But
she is now a grown woman, capable of answering for herself.  I was never
blessed with children of my own, so with Trudy, I was always very protective of
her, even when she was so full of mischief.  


 


“After you went into the hacienda, I told her not to
come back to this ranch again.  She causes nothing but trouble.”  Consuelo
folded her hands in front of her, and tearfully asked once again, “Will you
please excuse a foolish woman?  I love the Triple-B Rancho, and would not want
to leave here because of such a small thing.” 


 


“Of course, Consuelo, there is nothing to forgive, and
you are such a good worker, and cook, how could we get along without you? 
Besides Trudy did nothing to me.  I shouldn’t have been so hard on the girl,
perhaps Mr. Wakefield enjoys her visits, and I would be the last to question
his taste in females.”  Olivia finished lamely.  


 


“Oh, no, Señorita.  You have it wrong. It’s not Trudy
he likes.  The Señor Wakefield, he left the courtyard quickly, soon after you
came into the house.   Trudy, she knows that, and only wants to stir up
trouble.  That is fact.”  Consuelo stated.  “Now with your permission, I shall
go finish dinner.  It will be ready in one hour, Señorita.”  Consuelo turned to
Maria, “Señora.”  She said, then went back down the corridor.  


 


Olivia stood in the doorway for a moment, looking
after the housekeeper, then turned to Maria.  “Is it so obvious?  Am I so open?” 
She asked.  “I’ve never felt this way before and don’t know quite how to handle
my feelings.  Maybe I’m afraid to venture into an unfamiliar world.  What
if………what if Logan is only grateful, because Uncle and I rescued him back there
in England?”  She moaned. 


 


“Is Señor Claude, so wrong in his judgment of
character?”  Maria asked, “He appears to set much faith in your Logan
Wakefield.”  


 


“He could be wrong, Maria.  Just once in his life, he
could be mistaken.”  Olivia cried. 






[bookmark: _Toc356213230]CHAPTER 19


 


In the Cookhouse, Ricardo now sat talking to Claude
and Logan, while Hank was busy frying up beef steaks and potatoes for the crew
for supper.  Now Hank wiped his hands on his apron, and walked over to the open
door, looking outside.  “Clouding up out there.”  He said.  “Maybe rain
tonight.  Hey, rider comin.’” 


 


Logan got up, and
walked to the doorway, peering out.  “Looks like Sheriff Denton.  That’s his
horse alright.”  He stated.  “Wonder what’s up.”  


 


“He rides this way often, right in time for supper
with the hands.  Guess he misses the old times, on the Triple-B.”  Hank
answered.  “An’ I see some of the hands ridin’ in from the south range.  Guess
I’d better get that hot grub ready.”  Hank went back to the cook stove, to turn
the steaks, and Logan walked outside to greet the Sheriff


 


Sheriff Denton reined his horse in near the corral,
and stepped down from the saddle, then led the horse to the nearest water
trough.  Logan approached him, as he walked towards the smell of supper cooking
in Hank’s kitchen.  


 


“How’s it going, Paul?”  Logan asked the sheriff. 
“You’re in time for a good meal, and I figure on joining you and the hands for
supper tonight.  Consuelo mixes up a tasty meal, but it smells so good in here,
I can’t resist one of Hank’s good steaks.  


 


“Good to see you, Logan.  I’ve a bit of news, but
it’ll keep.  Is Beckford around?”  Denton asked. 


 


“Sure thing.”  Logan replied, as they walked together
to the door of the cookhouse, “He’s right inside, talking to Ricardo Cortez.  I
think they’re comin’ to some sort of an agreement for Ricardo to run the
Triple-B for Claude, while Beckford, and his niece, travel to Wyoming with me. 
That is, if it is agreeable with the womenfolks.” 


 


“Sounds like quite a venture for them.”  Denton replied.  “I’ve seen that Wyoming territory.  Good country, an’ nice folks up that
way.  Most of ‘em anyway, that is if you avoid that outlaw trail.”  


 


“Heard of that trail.”  Logan chuckled, “But for
myself, I’ve no use for it.  My folks have a horse ranch up northwest of there. 
I’ve been on my way home for quite a spell now.  It’s about that time.”  He
added.  


 


Lord Beckford walked into the dining room of the
Hacienda of the Triple-B, right at suppertime, with a smile on his face, and a
warm greeting for the ladies.  Ricardo followed, and he was grinning ear to
ear.  


 


As Consuelo brought steaming bowls to the table, Lord
Beckford turned to Olivia saying, “That Perkins girl was here at the ranch for
awhile, but those cowhands, Cougar Olson and Bart McCain, rode with her back to
her father’s place.”  


 


Olivia shrugged, and retorted, “I really couldn’t care
less about the movements of the Perkins child or who is with her.  Are you sure
  Logan didn’t ride along with her too?”  She asked, then added, “The more the
merrier.”  


 


Beckford raised his eyebrows, and stared for a moment
at Olivia.  Maria shook her head, and gave a deep sigh.  


 


Amelia looked seriously at Olivia, and spoke, “Well,
the bloke isn’t here at the table now, is he?  He probably did ride back with
that one.  Maybe the Perkins girl could have a regular harem down there at her
pa’s place.  However, that cowboy, Logan, and Trudy would suit each other
perfectly.”  She finished.  


 


“Oh……I didn’t mean……well, I…….”  Olivia stammered, now
embarrassed by her former outburst. 


 


Lord Beckford cleared his throat, and said, “Shall we
all enjoy our dinner?  And as for Logan Wakefield, he is enjoying beef steaks
in the cookhouse, with the cowhands, and with Sheriff Denton, who rode in a
while ago.  The Sheriff had a bit of news, which we can discuss after supper in
my study.”  Lord Beckford then began passing bowls of food around the table.   


 


After supper, as everyone gathered in Lord Beckford’s
study, Beckford began explaining what the Sheriff had told him.  “It’s about
the Perkins chap.”  He began.  “It seems Mr. Woody Perkins is somewhat of a
poor loser, also a bloke who can’t hold his liquor well, and, as a result, should
never drink.  Mr. Perkins rode into town this morning, and went directly to
Hawk’s Red Eye Saloon.  


 


The man’s always been known to be a bully, so after
drinking more than a man of his character should, then causing a disturbance
and trying to pick fights with everyone in the saloon, he then started an
argument with the bartender and he was asked to leave.  Hawk keeps a weapon
under the bar, to encourage men like Perkins to leave when they’ve had enough. 
Woody had other plans anyway, so with his courage built up he headed on down
the street to the bank.   


 


“Once inside, he tried to cash a bank draft for a
large amount, against the Triple-B account.  Of course that old account, which
he, Holderman and Phillips had access to, had been closed, and the funds
transferred to my new account, which I had opened upon arriving in town.  


 


I had let Perkins keep about five-hundred cash, when
he left the ranch, though he had much more stashed in that valise he had packed,
which we, of course, confiscated.  Also, feeling bad for the bloke, I had sent
a small wagonload of supplies to his place, to help him get another start.”  


 


Beckford paused, then continued.  “I guess that wasn’t
enough. I had even planned to send over about twenty head of beef, during the
roundup too, and Perkins knew that.  The man is basically dishonest and doesn’t
seem to want to work for a living.  He had a soft life here, falling into a
successful working ranch like this.   Chester Burns, and yes, even Holderman,
were running it for him.  Perkins doesn’t have the business head to run this
place.  Now I’m not so sure he wasn’t knowingly in on the swindle, though none
of them will admit to anything, of course.”


 


“What happened at the bank then, Uncle Claude?” 
Olivia asked.  


 


“Marshal Rhodes had seen Perkins go into the bank,
after he’d left the saloon, so he followed him, wondering what the bloke was up
to.  The Marshal walked in just as Perkins pulled a gun on the teller, then
demanded he withdraw funds from my account.  He was obviously pretty well
intoxicated at that point, but that is no excuse.  All the same, it still
borders on attempted bank robbery.  


 


“Marshal Rhodes was able to disarm the man, and haul
him off to the town jail, where Perkins now sits, awaiting trial.  He had been
drinking heavily all morning, and became abusive towards the Marshal, but from what
I have heard, Marshal Rhodes eats up loud and aggressive boys like Perkins for
supper.  Also to back up his authority, he usually totes a pretty persuasive
weapon, if not a Winchester, then his double-barreled shotgun.


 


“Anyway, we have to await the traveling judge once
more.  Drunk or not, attempted bank robbery doesn’t sit well in any territory. 
Now Mr. Perkins just may have bought himself some time in prison and added to
this attempted bank robbery charge, I just may decide to press charges against
Perkins for illegal trespass on my ranch, along with conspiracy to steal
proceeds from the sale of cattle.  I felt bad for the man at first, only for
his ignorance, but I quickly changed my opinion.  No one can be that ignorant
of the law.”  


 


Maria spoke up, “What will his daughter do?  She can’t
stay alone on that rancho?”  


 


Logan, who had just entered the study, and listened to
Beckford, answered Maria, “The girl was pretty upset when she found out about
her pa, but Cougar Olson and his pard, Bart McCain, have volunteered to run the
ranch for her, while her pa’s locked up.  So now the Triple-B will be short two
hands for a while, and with roundup around the corner, Claude will have to hire
more men.  Though the men that are still here are good hands, more will be
needed.”  


 


Lord Beckford broke in, “As far as the hiring, for the
present, I’ll leave that to Ricardo here, or possibly Chester Burns.  Also Miss
Perkins has planned on asking our housekeeper, Consuelo, to stay at the
Perkins’ ranch with her.  Not sure how that request went.  I’d hate to lose a good
cook, and this has been Consuelo’s home for many years.”


 


Maria took offense, “You think I couldn’t handle the
cooking, Señor Beckford?  I would run circles around that one.  We could handle
the kitchen, and the housework fine here, besides there are many young Señoritas
in the territory, who would be glad for a job as kitchen helper.  Maybe we could
even persuade Señora Lulu, at the Mercantile, to move out here, as helper.”  


 


Amelia’s eyes flew open, and Olivia snickered.  Amelia
had well heard about Lulu’s previous antics towards Lord Beckford.  


 


Beckford chuckled, “I doubt if we would be that
desperate.”  He then added, “Though that would be one idea.”  Amelia glared at
him.  


 


“If Consuelo leaves,” Maria began, “I will do the
cooking, and that is final.”    


 


Olivia ventured, “Of course, Maria, you will not do the
housework though. I would not allow it.    You would also have help in the
kitchen, but we will cross that bridge, when we come to it.”  She stated firmly. 
Then as an afterthought, “Oh, and of course, thank you and Ricardo, for your
offer to remain here on the ranch.  That is an offer we can’t resist.”  


 


Upon leaving her uncle’s study, Olivia wandered out to
the front courtyard, and stood on the covered patio watching as storm clouds
gathered.  Thunder rumbled, and lightening streaked across the dark sky, making
her skin prickle.  


 


“Stormy weather all around us.  Inside the house and
out.”  Logan’s voice spoke softly behind her.  


 


Olivia jumped, then turned quickly.  “Oh, you startled
me.”  She breathed.  


 


“Hadn’t meant to.  Sorry, just wanted to inhale some
of this fresh air.” 


 


“Yes, it is nice, isn’t it?”  Olivia said.  “Stormy
weather always seems to invigorate me.” 


 


“Well, does it now?”  Logan looked down at her, his
green eyes gleaming with that old familiar look.  “Does that mean you can still
outrun me?”  He teased, giving a soft laugh. 


 


“Well, of course it does.”  She retorted.  “Though,
with the rain coming on, I wouldn’t venture out from under this roof.  I would
have to run into the house.”  


 


“Well, I don’t want you running into the house.”  He
laughed again, then added, “How would that look to the others?  The lady with
the umbrella may come after me then.”


 


Olivia laughed at the vision of Amelia chasing Logan, out into the rain, no less.  


 


The rain began with a fury, heavy droplets falling
from the roof onto the patio edge, and several cowhands ran to the corral to
lead the few horses into the dry stable.


 


As a harsh wind blew the icy rain onto the darkened
patio, making Olivia shiver, Logan moved nearer, “Cold?”  He asked, as he
ventured a warm, comforting arm around her shoulders.  


 


“A little.”  Olivia answered, though she started to
pull away.  


 


“Afraid Amelia might come out with her dangerous
weapon?”  He chuckled, as he hugged her tighter.


 


Olivia stopped trying to move away, and said, “I am
not afraid of Amelia.”


 


“I didn’t think you were.  Can I be honest with you,
Olivia?”  He asked.  


 


“Of course, Logan.”  She whispered, expectantly.  


 


“Well, first of all, I like being with you, like
this.  Second, I really enjoyed our walk together this afternoon and I hope you
did too.”  


 


“I…….I did very much.  It was so…….well, very nice,
and I love this ranch already.”  She spoke softly.  


 


“But you’ll go back to your Manor in England eventually, right?”  He asked seriously.  


 


She hesitated, “I….don’t know.  I’m not sure.  No…..I
don’t believe I will.”  She then turned to look up at Logan.  


 


He dropped his arm from around her shoulder, and
looked down at her curiously.  “Is there a good reason for your decision not to
return?”  He asked softly.  


 


“Oh, I…..I love this ranch, and could live here the
rest of my life.”  She stated.  


 


“Is that all?  The only reason?”  He asked.  


 


She countered with a question of her own, “Are you
still going back to Wyoming?  


 


“Actually, I had planned on leaving in the morning,
but now I’m not so sure, well, with the bad weather too.  Though, I know your
uncle has obligations here now, my folks do expect me back home at some point
in my life.”  


 


He paused, then added, “It’ll be snowing up there at
pa’s ranch before long, and I should be there before that happens.  Also
traveling in snowstorms isn’t the best way to travel, though we do have another
few weeks before that time, hopefully anyway.” 


 


“Oh…..I see.”  She moved toward the doorway.  Then, “I
suppose I should be going in.”  


 


“Alright, Olivia.  It is pretty cold out here for
you.  Guess I haven’t been thinking.  Maybe we can talk more tomorrow?”  He
finished.


 


“Of course.  Good night, Logan…….oh, and thanks for
this afternoon.  I really did enjoy the walk.”  


 


“You are more than welcome, Olivia.  Maybe we could go
riding before I leave, if the weather permits.  You do ride, don’t you?”  


 


“Oh, yes.  I rode Uncle Claude’s horses, at the
Manor.  He was away so much, about six months out of every year, busy with his
shipping industry.  I rode almost every day when uncle was away.  Amelia rides
too so we rode together a lot.  Of course, my brother, Garth, will now take
over uncle’s business, for a while anyway.”


 


“How about riding with me tomorrow, then?  These
western horses are a little different from what you’re used to, but I believe
you will like them.”  He offered.  


 


“Tomorrow will be fine, Logan.  I’ll look forward to
it.  Good night, again.”  Olivia turned once more toward the doorway.  


 


“Wait, Olivia.”  Logan called, as she walked away.  He
walked over to her, as she turned, put both hands on her shoulders, and brushed
a tender kiss, across her soft lips.  “Now, good night, Olivia.”  He
whispered.  


 


Olivia was caught off guard.  Breathlessly she
whispered, “Good night.”  Then she disappeared into the dark entryway.  


 


Logan stood there,
looking after her, not even noticing the cold, steady rainfall.  You are being
reckless, Logan.  He quietly said to himself.  You know this can’t work, don’t
you?  He turned to stare out into the dark stormy night, hardly seeing it.  


 


Olivia rushed to the safety of her room, closed the
door, then leaned against it, as a single tear fell from the corner of her
eye.  He’s only grateful to you, for caring for him while he recovered on the
Silver Princess.  He can’t be serious.  She moaned.  


 


Morning came, wet and cloudy, but the rain had
stopped.  Breakfast was served by a sullen-faced Consuelo.  As she placed two
large platters of flapjacks on the table, she spoke.  “Señor Beckford, please
do not be upset with me as I do not wish to do this thing that was asked of me
by Señorita Perkins.  Though I feel the girl is her own worst enemy but alone
on that small rancho, she will do naught but cause trouble for herself and any
others who venture around.  


 


“At times, when she was growing up, I was able to
control her somewhat.  I feel that I am needed there, to look after her.  At
least until she learns to manage on her own.  I do not wish to leave this, my
home for more than twenty years.  But I must.  The Señorita Trudy will not
admit it, but she feels lost, and she does need someone to look after her.  Someone
who knows her well.”


 


Lord Beckford nodded, and said, “Consuelo, do not
hesitate to do what you need to do, however, there will always be a place for
you here.  No hard feelings.  When you leave, let one of the hands take you to
the Perkins place in the wagon.  I will have your pay ready at that time.”  


 


“Then I shall leave this afternoon, Señor Claude.  If
the weather permits, maybe sooner.  I do not have many things to pack.”


 


“Take whatever you need, Consuelo.”  Beckford
replied.  “Sam Beckford wouldn’t have wanted you to do without, nor do I.”


 


“Gracias, Señor.”  She turned, then left the dining
room. 


 


As soon as Consuelo had gone to the kitchen, Maria
spoke.  “I will prepare the meals from now on, Señor Claude.”


 


“No hurry, Maria.”  Claude assured her.  “We can all
eat with the cowhands, at Hank’s cookhouse.   He’s quite a cook, from what I
hear, and I haven’t tried his steaks yet.”


 


“I would not hear of it.  That is final.”  Maria
announced.  


 


Ricardo joined in, “Señor Claude, do not hurt my
Maria’s feelings.  You insult her cooking and we will, after all, go to Mexico.  And that is final.”  


 


“All right, all right.”  Beckford laughed.  “I see I
am in over my head.  I will graciously accept your new position, Maria, and no
arguments.  Now, let’s enjoy our breakfast, after which I have an announcement
to make.”


 


“Uncle Claude, what is that?”  Olivia asked.


 


“Later, my dear, later.”  He answered.  


 


“I wish to see more of the Triple-B Ranch, so I am
going horseback riding after breakfast, and Logan has graciously offered to
ride with me, however, we can postpone the ride until after your
announcement.”  She said. 


 


“Riding?”  Amelia queried, “H’mph, just don’t you be
riding too far from this ranch, young lady.”  She ordered.  “There may be
savage Indians lurking in those hills.  Also there are other kinds of dangers
out there too.”  And she gave Logan a hard look that said more than mere words
possibly could.  


 


Maria gave Amelia a look which said that Amelia was
possibly going too far with her act.   Amelia only smiled, then looked down at
her plate and began eating.  


 


Olivia, looking puzzled, answered, “But I won’t be
alone.  I will have protection.”  


 


“And who’ll protect you from that protection?”  Amelia
glared in Logan’s direction and added, “I have heard that some folks in this
western territory have brought forced marriages onto themselves with their
carelessness.”   


 


“Oh, Amelia, really.”  Olivia flustered.  “You are
being absurd.  Force a marriage on me?  Nonsense!”  Flushing, she began
stirring sugar into her cup of hot tea, vigorously.     


 


Logan grinned, while
Lord Beckford began busily pouring molasses onto his flapjacks, though his
white eyebrows were raised, as he glanced over at Amelia, who was doing her
best to hold back a giggle.


 


After breakfast was finished, Consuelo refilled coffee
cups as Claude and Ricardo lit up fresh cigars.  


 


“Alright, Uncle Claude, out with it.  What is this
great secret announcement of yours?”  Olivia asked.  She hadn’t expected the
answer he gave.  


 


“Well, Niece, and others here at the table.  The
announcement is actually both of ours.”  And he glanced at Amelia.  


 


“Both?”  Olivia was confused.  “What do you mean
both?”  


 


“Amelia’s and mine.  To get to the point, she, after
years of procrastinating, has finally consented to become my wife.” 


 


Olivia was ecstatic.  “Oh my, Uncle, and
Amelia……..congratulations!  I can only say that it’s about time you two
admitted your feelings for each other.”  


 


Maria shook her head of thick dark hair, and said,
“Congratulations to you both.  Though poor Lulu will be devastated.  I suppose
I could console her with a few more of my Spanish recipes.”


 


Olivia laughed, “Maria, really, please no more
recipes.  Besides, after Lulu’s recent experience with Mr. Henry Adams, I
believe she has pulled herself out of circulation, for the time anyway.” 
Olivia then jumped up and gave Amelia and her uncle both big hugs.  Logan and
Ricardo shook hands, all the way around, with congratulations.  


 


Amelia caught her breath long enough to state firmly,
“Well, there’s no fool like an old fool, so I may as well take this one out of
circulation.  Now you two ladies can tell your friend, Lulu, that this ‘old
fool’ is taken.”  Everyone laughed at Amelia’s statement.  


 


“Oh, Amelia,” Olivia exclaimed, “you two have never
fooled anyone.  Even all the employees at the Manor knew about the both of
you.  It was written all over your faces.  They were even making bets about how
long you could keep up the charade, but I will say I didn’t expect this
announcement today.  I thought it had to do with the ranch.  I’m happy for you
both.  Now, what I want to know is when is this wedding supposed to take
place?  Another ten years from now?”  She queried.  


 


Claude spoke, “All the employees at the Manor, huh? 
Well, we thought we hid it so well.”  He chuckled, then, “As far as when we
will marry, let’s say, just as soon as we can get to Coyote Springs, if travel
after that rain last night is permissible.  We’ll look up that Methodist
preacher at the church, that is, before Amelia can change her mind.”  


 


“I’m not changing my mind, Lord Beckford.  Not on your
life.”  Amelia announced firmly, then added, “After the ceremony, I intend to
go shopping……at the Mercantile.”  She looked at Claude, and asked, “Do you
still have that ring, you purchased for me ten years ago?”  


 


“My love, you can bet your life I do.”  He answered,
with a tender smile. 


 


<><><> 


 


A young stable hand had saddled the Pinto horse for
Olivia, and Logan was glad that Trudy Perkins hadn’t taken it upon herself to
take the young horse down to the Perkins place.  He had begun saddling his own
sturdy roan gelding, as Olivia walked into the stable.  She was wearing a pale
blue split riding skirt of denim material, and a plain white blouse, with only
a small embroidered decoration on back of both sleeves.  Her wavy long golden hair
was tied up in a blue ribbon, on the back of her neck.  


 


Logan thought she
looked adorable though he only cleared his throat, nodded a good morning, and then
turned back to saddling his horse.  He wore jeans and a dark green plaid flannel
shirt with his black Stetson shoved back on his dark head.  His skin was well
tanned from being out in the Texas sun and Olivia almost held her breath as she
watched him saddle the horse.  


 


As they led the horses out of the stable, Olivia held
out a small package, wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine, and said,
“Maria packed some beef sandwiches, in case we aren’t back in time for lunch. 
I believe Consuelo has already left so Maria has quickly taken over the
kitchen.” 


 


“Thanks, Olivia.  Good thinking on Maria’s part.  I’ll
put the package in my saddle bags.  We do have quite a ride ahead of us and
should be gone most of the day.”  He offered.  “I had Luke, the boy in the stable,
fill both canteens with fresh water, so we’ll be fine.”  He thought to himself,
‘If I can keep my hands off of you, that is.’


 


He walked over, intending to help Olivia into the
saddle, but she surprised him by leaping into the saddle, taking off across the
ranch yard, her golden ponytail flying out behind her.  Then she raced across
the open field, before he had even walked to his own horse.  He laughed, as he
quickly stepped into his own saddle and took off after her, catching up just as
she neared the edge of the Aspen trees, across the clearing. 


 


“Show off!”  He shouted to her, as he ran his horse
next to hers.  


 


“Ha!”  She said, laughing, “Along with being a
cowpoke, you are also a slowpoke.”  


 


“If I didn’t think you’d fall off that Pinto, I’d show
you just how much of a slowpoke I am.”  He laughed.  “Seriously though, let’s
head north, there’s a turnoff up ahead.  The mountains are really something
after a good rain.  I think you’ll like it up there, much higher altitude
though, but refreshing.  The smell of pines will come to you as soon as we ride
higher, though first you’ll see a lot of scrub oak and more Aspen trees before
we get into the pines.  This ranch does take in several miles of country.  Some
of the Triple-B cattle wander up into these hills too, though they’ll be
brought down during the roundup.”  


 


“I guess I should have brought a light jacket.”  She
said, offhand.  “But I didn’t think.”  


 


“Don’t worry, Olivia.”  He grinned, and looked over at
her, with an amused green-eyed gaze, and added, “If you get cold, then I will
just have to keep you warm.”  


 


Giving him a toss of her head, she urged the Pinto
into a gallop, and then raced down the trail, towards the turnoff.  


 


“You must be in a hurry to be cold.”  He shouted
laughingly, as he again raced after her. 






[bookmark: _Toc356213231]CHAPTER 20


 


When Logan and Olivia reached the pine forest, they
reined in and Olivia took a deep breath.  “Oh my, this is glorious.”  She
exclaimed, her silvery blue eyes sparkling happily.  “I never knew such a world
as this existed.  Uncle Claude should have brought me to the Triple-B years
ago.”  


 


“Yes, and I would probably have never met either of
you folks then.”  He ventured.  


 


“From some of the books I’ve read, I learned that if
people are destined to meet, it happens.”  Olivia contradicted.  


 


“You’ve read a lot of books, I take it?”


 


“Oh yes.  We have hundreds at the Manor.”  


 


“I noticed quite a few on the shelves in your uncle’s
study here at the ranch too, and you had said you were going to go through
those.”  Logan reminded her.  


 


“Yes, and I intend to.”  She agreed.  


 


They rode on, through the pines, watching as small
animals scurried to be out of the way of the horses’ hooves.  Birds chirped
their greetings.  


 


Logan looked over at
her, as they rode, and said, “Do you miss it?  The Manor, I mean.”  


 


“Oh……actually, not really, but a few of my things back
there can never be replaced.”  She answered seriously.  


 


“Such as?”


 


“Oh, my spinet, for one.  Then there are my favorite
horses.  But this little Pinto is priceless.  She almost makes me forget the
others back in England.”  


 


“The Pinto, yes, quite a sturdy little horse.  I broke
her to saddle, you know.”  Logan offered, smiling over at Olivia.  


 


“Really?  You did?  She seems so tame; I could never
believe her being wild.”


 


“Actually, she was the easiest to break to saddle and
I wondered, at the time, if she had belonged to some ranch then got mixed up
with a wild bunch.  Maybe that’s why she was easy to tame.”  Logan said, then
asked.  “You said you miss your spinet.  Do you play then?”  


 


“Oh yes.”  Olivia answered.  “I had taken lessons,
when I was very small.  Then when our parents died, and we went to live with
Uncle Claude, he had a music teacher come to the manor twice a week to tutor
me.  Teachers also came to give us lessons in other subjects so Garth and
I…….well, we never went back to a public learning institution, after  moving to
the Manor.  It was a good life, although we missed our parents.”  


 


“What happened to your parents, Olivia?  Do you mind
telling me?”  Logan asked.  


 


“No, of course not.  They both became ill, with
cholera.  Garth and I were taken in by neighbors temporarily until Uncle Claude
came to take us to the manor.  He had never had to deal with children, so I
guess we led him on a merry chase when we first went to live with him.  But as much
as Uncle loved us, he was determined to raise us right.  He tried being strict
at first but being an active boy, Garth rebelled often.  I guess I did too. 
Uncle finally let up on us to the point that we became even harder to manage. 
Maybe that’s why Amelia gets a bit grouchy at times.  She has taken care of me
since I was ten years old.  She was strict with Garth but she was the only one
he would listen to.  Maybe he respected her authority.  I had always been quite
stubborn back when I was younger, and gave Amelia a hard time, but let me tell
you, that woman gave me a hard time right back.  She would not put up with
nearly as much as Uncle Claude did.  Some say we were the cause of Uncle’s hair
turning white, but I hope that was not the cause.”  


 


Olivia paused and then continued, “Eventually Uncle
Claude sent Garth to military school, but that didn’t last long as they
promptly sent Garth home.  He was still so very young, so Uncle had him doing
work around the manor, taking care of some of the horses until he got older. 
Eventually Garth left the home to ‘seek his fortune’, as the saying goes.  I
spent my days reading, sewing, playing my spinet, and riding horses.  What Uncle
didn’t know was that I spent a lot of time in the kitchen too, cooking and
baking, which I really enjoy.  I don’t think he even knows that I can cook.”  


 


“I wouldn’t be so sure, Olivia.  That Uncle of yours
doesn’t miss a thing, though he does hide it well.”  Logan laughed, then he
mentioned, “There’s a small lake just up ahead on the right, past that next dip
in the trail, if you want to stop there and rest the horses a bit.  It is a
right pretty spot.”  


 


“Sounds good, Logan.  We have ridden a long ways.  Time
flies, when you’re enjoying yourself.”  She then added, “I’ve told you a lot of
myself, now it’s your turn.”


 


“Alright, not much to tell though.”  He began, “But
let’s find that lake first.” 


 


The sun had pushed the clouds away, and was shining
brightly by the time Logan led the way through a thick forest of tall lodgepole
pines, then out onto the banks of ‘Blue Lake’, which is what it was referred to
by the cowhands.


 


Olivia gazed appreciatively at the calm blue waters of
the small lake, as Logan removed the saddles from their horses and then led
them to the water to drink, after which he ground-hitched both horses.  


 


Spreading a tarp on the wet grass, then motioning to
Olivia, Logan proceeded to unwrap the lunch that Maria had packed for them. 
The beef sandwiches were delicious, along with a thermos full of cool sun tea. 
After Olivia had brushed the last crumb from her lap, she said, “Alright, Logan, now I would like to hear the story of your life.”  


 


He grinned sheepishly, “Well, first of all, I lied
when I said there wasn’t much to tell, so telling my life story just may take
up the rest of the afternoon, and I kind of like sitting here with you anyway. 
However,” he added, “on second thought, we don’t want Sheriff Denton getting up
a posse of tough cowhands with rifles to search for you either, so I’ll try to
make it as brief as possible.”  


 


He laughed as Olivia scolded, “Don’t try getting out
of telling me your story, Logan Wakefield, and the idea of you being scared of
a posse of tough cowhands, even with rifles, is extremely far-fetched.  Anyway
our Sheriff Denton is surely back in Coyote Springs by now, nor would he need a
posse to follow our trail.” 


 


“Actually, he was still at the ranch when we left.  I
believe he wanted to talk to your Uncle Claude, but he didn’t say why.  I know
he spent the night in the bunkhouse, possibly because of the rain.”


 


“Oh.  I wonder what he wanted to discuss with Uncle.”


 


“He didn’t say, so it must not have been too
important.”  


 


“So?”  Olivia raised her pert little chin a little, as
she looked at him questioningly, then asked.  “So, you grew up in Wyoming?  Then what?”  


 


“Yes, on my pa’s small horse ranch.  I learned just
about all there is to know about the wild bunch and began breaking mustangs at
a very young age.”  Logan took off his black Stetson, and set it down next to
his long muscular legs, which were now stretched out on the tarp, boots, spurs
and all.  He then unbuckled his gun belt, which he was in the habit of wearing
once again, and laid it carefully next to the Stetson.  


 


Olivia tucked her riding skirt around her ankles, then
listened, as Logan began talking of his childhood in Wyoming.  “My folks were
always easy-going with me, though I must have been a normal, active youngster. 
The ranch kept us pretty busy, not much time to get into mischief.  I did
manage my share of it.” 


 


“Your share of the work or the mischief?”  Olivia’s
eyes twinkled, as she asked.  


 


Logan’s innocent
expression betrayed his answer, “Oh, definitely the work, with only a bit of normal
boyhood pranks mixed in……that is, now and again.”  He answered.  Logan’s thick wavy black hair had grown long, down past his collar, and wavy locks had
fallen across his forehead, so he now pushed the thick strands back as he
talked.  


 


Olivia thought he had never looked more devastatingly
handsome as he did this moment, though she made herself look over at the blue
lake as she listened to the story of Logan’s life, from boyhood through his
experiences as a young ranch hand on various ranches, then on to the gold
fields of Alaska, where, after much hard work there, he had been fortunate.  He
then planned his own cattle ranch and had looked forward to purchasing a small
herd on his way back to Wyoming.  Logan paused then, as it all came back to
him, and his animated expression quickly changed to one of deep regret as he
remembered that night, so long ago, along the docks of the Seattle waterfront. 



 


Olivia looked back at him, as he stopped talking, and,
seeing his expression, she gently offered, “I suppose there are some instances
in your life that you’d rather not relive.  I’ll understand, Logan, if you
don’t want to remember those years.”  


 


“Yes.”  He said, after a few moments.  “Yes, you are
right, and I believe those years are best not remembered.  They were the
darkest years of my life.  Stolen years.”  He then grinned, and on a lighter
note said, as he gazed at Olivia, “Then again, maybe my journey through those
years brought me to the light at the end of a long, dark tunnel.”


 


His grin grew deeper, as he gazed at her, and Olivia
flustered, “Oh…….Logan, maybe we should be getting back.  It is rather late,
you know.”  


 


“Of course, I hadn’t meant to talk away the rest of
the afternoon.”  He agreed.  


 


When the horses had been saddled, Olivia didn’t resist
as Logan walked over, obviously to help her mount, however, instead of helping
her onto the pinto, he took her into his arms.  “Cold?”  He asked.  


 


“Oh…..a….little.”  She replied quietly, startled by
his abrupt actions.  He bent his dark head to her, as his lips brushed lightly
against hers, then running his hands up and down her back, making her skin
tingle, he asked, “Better?”


 


“Y…..yes, much better.”  She breathed.


 


“Thanks for today, Olivia.”  He said, his voice husky. 
“I will always remember this day.” 


 


“Oh, Logan.”  She breathed, as she gazed up at him,
and softly said, “Thank you for today too.  But won’t there be many other days
like this?”  


 


“I………would like to hope so.”  He hesitantly answered,
“Though I have learned to live one day at a time.  Plans have a way of not working
out.”  


 


“Oh.”  She pulled away from his arms and quickly
mounted the pinto.  Logan was a hard man to understand.  


 


The long ride back to the ranch yard was a quiet one,
each one deep in thought.  Olivia wondering why Logan had kissed her, then acted
like it was a one-time occurrence, and Logan quietly chastising himself for
giving into temptation, and, along with her many other qualities, Olivia certainly
was a temptation to him.  He knew it could never work.  They were still worlds
apart. 


 


As they slowly rode into the ranch yard, Logan offered, “I’m sorry, Olivia, and I hope you will forgive me.”  


 


“What?  Whatever for?”  Puzzled, she glanced over at
him.  


 


“Well…..back up there……at the lake.”  He grumbled,
took off his hat, smoothed back his hair, then slamming the hat back on his
head, he added, “I should have known better.” 


 


When Olivia realized that Logan was apologizing for
kissing her, she covered her surprise by agreeing with him.  “Oh….that.  Of
course, it meant nothing at all.  Apology accepted.”  Chin up, posture
straight, Olivia quickly rode ahead of Logan, to the stable where Luke, the
stablehand, met her, and took the reins as she dismounted.


 


Logan sat his horse
for a moment, gazing thoughtfully after her, as she stalked off towards the
hacienda, her back as straight as a corral post, then into the courtyard, while
she tried her best not to burst into tears.  Olivia stayed in her room through
supper, claiming a headache.  Maria brought her a tray later, which she barely
touched, then, after attempting to pry information from her, Maria quietly left
the room.  Amelia, then her Uncle Claude, had no more response than Maria did,
only the excuse of a headache, however each one of them quietly figured the
‘headache’ was actually one tall, black-haired, green-eyed hombre, who had had
supper with the cowhands, then quietly gone to his room.  Olivia fell into a
troubled sleep hours later; cheeks streaked with dried tears, and dried rose
petals clutched in her hand.


 


Morning came, and Olivia appeared late for breakfast. 
  Logan was again notably absent from the table.  Olivia glanced at the vacant
chair, which he usually occupied, then quickly looked away, and began dishing
up a small portion of food onto her plate.  As she stirred sugar into her cup
of tea, Maria watched, and then exclaimed, “Do you miss Consuelo’s cooking
already, Señorita Olivia?”


 


“Oh, no.”  Olivia answered.  “I……..I’m just not that
hungry.”  


 


“He’s gone, Olivia.”  Amelia said, with a note of
regret in her voice.  “He left before dawn, without a word to anyone.”  


 


“What?  Who?  What are you saying, Amelia?”  Though
Olivia already knew the answer.  


 


Claude broke in, “No, Amelia, my love, the lad, Logan,
spoke to me early this morning.  Sheriff Denton had stayed over again and he
and Logan rode into town together this morning.  Logan told me he would return
in a few days to see if we are going to Wyoming with him.  Then he will head on
up the trail right after that, with us or without.  


 


“Sheriff Denton spent most of yesterday riding around,
with some of the boys, hunting strays and a mountain lion, cougar that is,
which had been spotted the day before.  They wanted to see if it was still in
the area.  Must have left though, because they saw no further sign of it.  Only
a few tracks heading west.  Those critters travel fast, and can make over sixty
miles in one day, so hopefully it’s far from here by now.” 


 


Olivia had listened intently, though with no comment,
then only picked at the food on her plate.  After breakfast, she walked out
into the courtyard and, picking up the shears next to a rosebush, she began
trimming some of the dried petals, thinking of the ones she’d left under her
pillow earlier.  After a while, she moved over to the potted geranium plants
and began trimming.  Maria then joined her.  “Do you wish to talk, Olivia?” 
She spoke gently, as she took a seat on the stone bench near her friend.  


 


“What is there to say, Maria?”  Olivia answered with a
question, as she snipped a dried leaf from the plant, then moved over to
another potted plant.  


 


“First of all, Señorita,” Maria began, “you picked at
the breakfast I cooked and ate no supper last night.  You either don’t like my
cooking or you are ill.  Which is it?”


 


Olivia heaved a deep sigh, set the trimming shears on
the edge of a planter, and walked over to sit next to Maria.  Taking her
friend’s hand, she began, “My friend, Maria, what would I do without you?  Of
course I love your cooking. I’m so sorry I haven’t felt like eating, but I
would have had to choke it down.  I promise to do better at lunch.  Heavens,
who could I talk to, if not you?  Amelia would not understand.”  


 


“Señorita Amelia understands much more than you know,
though she is going in the wrong direction and not helping matters any, with
her contrary remarks.”  Maria stated firmly, then, “Alright Olivia.  Let’s see
if we can figure out just what is wrong.  I know your situation has to do with Señor
Logan.  Is the Señor playing games with your affections?  If so, I will have my
Ricardo knock some sense into the hombre!”  


 


Olivia suddenly giggled, and realized she had needed
Maria’s humor.  “Heavens, Maria, have I been that obvious?”  She asked, “I
hadn’t realized my feelings were affecting everyone so, and will try to do
better.  Oh……and, please, ‘No’, do not have Ricardo do anything.  Absolutely
not!  It’s just that……..men are so hard to figure out.”  She sobered, as she
thought a moment, then asked, “Seriously, Maria, why would Logan Wakefield…….well…….kiss me, then immediately act like it was only a one-time thing and
would not happen again, and he felt it had been a mistake?”  


 


“Not good for the ego, is it, Olivia?”  Maria offered.


 


“Certainly not, and I believe I will not let it happen
again.”


 


“The kiss or his regret?”  Maria asked.  


 


“Definitely the kiss, though I actually did like it, maybe
too much, but if I resist next time, he will have nothing to regret.”  Olivia
sighed.  “I guess he is only grateful for the care I gave him when he was
recovering from his illness aboard the Silver Princess.  I merely mistook his
gratitude for…….something more.  I’ve been acting like a teenage girl, over
nothing.  I should know better.  You know, come to think of it, that’s exactly
what Logan said, that he should have known better.  I guess he meant the kiss.” 
Olivia shook her head, “Oh, Maria, why do I let that man bother me so much?”   


 


“Have you given your own feelings for this hombre much
thought, Señorita?”  


 


“What do you mean?”  


 


“Is it possible that you are in love?” 


 


“Oh…….I never…..oh….I enjoy being with him, more than
any of the men who courted me in England, but after a while I always tired of
those overly amorous chaps.  They could have bored me to tears, but with Logan, well it’s different with him.  I’ve never tired of being around him.  Oh, he makes
me so mad at times, and at other times….well.”  Olivia stood, and walked over
to a rose bush.  


 


“Let that be, Señorita Olivia.  Come into the kitchen
and talk out your feelings while I wash up the breakfast dishes.”  Maria stood,
and walked towards the hacienda.


 


“I am so sorry, Maria, my dear friend.  Here I am
wrapped up in my own feelings, and you are doing all the work.  We’ll talk
while we do dishes, and then let’s go walking.  I promise no more self pity.” 
Olivia managed a laugh, and it felt good.  


 


<><><> 


 


As Logan Wakefield and Sheriff Paul Denton rode the
trail towards Coyote Springs, Logan spoke, “Paul, just about where did you say
this Henry Adams was camped the last time he was spotted?”  


 


“Well now, I’d say about halfway between Coyote
Springs and where the Triple-B range begins, off the trail a might though,
somewhere up in them hills.”  


 


“Why hasn’t he left the territory?  Whatever could he
hope to gain by hanging around here?”  Logan wondered.  


 


“Not sure, but the folks who spotted ‘im, said he was
actin’ nutty as a wet grizzly, an’ told them folks right off  to beat it.  Got
him a right nice rifle now too.  Them folks high-tailed it outta there right
quick.  They’d recognized him, though, from back in town.”


 


“Figure the man’s a slow learner.  Suppose we teach
him a bit more?”  Logan questioned.  


 


The Sheriff answered, “Reckon so.  I figured he’d had
enough learnin’ for one year, in Coyote Springs, what with his time in the town
jail, then Miss Amelia’s umbrella givin’ ‘im a right friendly send-off.  Like
you say, Logan, guess the fella’s a slow learner.  We don’t need his kind
around any part of Texas territory.”


 


Logan promised,
“If he bothers Olivia Worthington, even once……..well….that fella hasn’t tangled
with a Wakefield yet.”


 


“Now you let the law handle this, Logan.  Don’t you go
getting’ yourself in trouble.”  Sheriff Denton instructed.


 


“We’ll see.”  Logan answered.


 


When they reached town, they quickly figured where
Henry Adams had gotten his new rifle.  Marshal Rhodes met them on the boardwalk,
in front of the town jail, as the two men rode up.  They dismounted, then tied
their horses with slip knots to the hitching rail.  


 


“Glad you boys rode in.  I just received a wire from a
Deputy Marshal out Beaver Creek way.  It seems the local Hardware store had
been burglarized during the night and the only things missing were a new Winchester repeating rifle, a couple boxes of shells, and one canteen.”  Rhodes
explained.  


 


“Sounds like someone wants to start a small war.”  Denton replied.


 


“Maybe, though a man fitting the description of that
Henry Adams fella was seen high-tailin’ it outta town about that time on a
rented horse.  Folks knew the horse from the livery stable there.”


 


“Did they get up a posse?”  Logan asked.


 


“Sure thing, but lost the trail about five miles out
of town up in them hills; didn’t think ole Henry was that smart.  That Deputy Marshal
figured him to be headed this way, though, an’ wanted us to watch out for
him.”  Rhodes finished.  


 


“We’ll do more than watch for him.”  Logan promised. 
“We’ll go after him and smoke him out, if necessary.


 


The Sheriff agreed, “You better believe it, boy.  Now
that fella’s broken the law, an’ we have us a reason to haul him in.  Let’s us
have a bite to eat, then load up on supplies for the trail.”  He turned to the Marshal. 
“Much obliged for the information, Rhodes.”  


 


Logan loosened
the slip-knot on his horse’s reins, then Denton followed, as they led the
horses to the stable to be watered, fed and groomed. 


 


After fresh horses were saddled, the two men mounted,
and rode to the edge of town, where Sheriff Denton’s office was located.  Once
inside the building, the sheriff pinned a badge on Logan’s shirt pocket, and
swore him in as a deputy.  “Now if you shoot someone, at least it’ll be
legal.”  He told Logan.  


 


“Hope it doesn’t come to that, Paul.”  Logan answered.  They then headed up the road to the hotel restaurant for a quick meal. 
It was still early in the day, so they figured on heading right out, with lots
of daylight left, to help in locating a possible trail.  Logan was hoping that
Henry Adams’ tracks wouldn’t lead to the Triple-B ranch, but he had a gut
feeling that they would. 


 


Later in the afternoon, after several hours in the
saddle, they still hadn’t picked up any tracks, only a few from unshod ponies. 
“Renegade Comanches, warriors, no family with though.”  Denton spoke quietly. 
“Tracks are several hours old, heading north, so should be no problem.  I’d
ride careful, you can never tell.”  


 


“I heard they usually avoid towns in this area, too
many armed men.  A Comanche would stand out like a sore thumb; anyway, maybe
they’re just out huntin’.”  Logan offered. 


 


“Yeah, could be they’re huntin’ alright……maybe
scalps.”  Denton replied.  “Don’t trust a Comanche renegade, Logan.  Some of
their kin are friendly, like them injuns up in Wyoming, like you said, or
northeastern Nebraska.  Most renegades around here, well; just don’t you turn
your back on ‘em.”  


 


“Don’t ever intend to.”  Logan agreed.  


 


<><><> 


 


When Ricardo saw that Maria and Olivia had gone
walking out of the ranch yard, and into the forest of Aspens, he decided to
follow.  Not wanting to interfere in their conversation, he only wanted to make
sure the women were protected, so he stayed a ways behind.  And so it went for
several days.  The two women walking, sometimes with Amelia.  Olivia loved
learning about different plants and wildlife.  She enjoyed the scenery and loved
learning about the country.  As always, Ricardo stayed not far behind, watching
from cover, as an Indian stalks, only making sure the ladies were safe from
harm.  


 


A week passed, and Logan had not returned to the
ranch.  Olivia convinced herself that he had left for good, however, her Uncle
Claude had assured her that Logan would indeed keep his word, and return.  


 


Claude Beckford awoke every morning invigorated,
wondering why he hadn’t known how exciting life as a rancher could be.  Also
the approaching wedding date for his marriage to Amelia, the love of his life,
was nearing.  The preacher had sent word, in answer to Claude’s message that he
would arrive at the ranch in two days to perform a simple ceremony, and Claude
was hoping that Logan would return in time.  He and Amelia had decided they
would travel to Wyoming territory with Logan, and was sure that Olivia would
agree to go.  He hadn’t told her about Henry Adams still being in the area, as
the Sheriff had informed him of the situation, but Ricardo had assured Lord
Beckford that he was keeping an eye on the ladies.  


 


Claude didn’t want to worry his niece unnecessarily,
so he had decided to keep quiet about it, however, he had informed the hands to
be on the lookout for any suspicious character hanging around.  He didn’t
believe Henry capable of doing actual harm to anyone, though the chap’s mental
capacity was a bit disarranged, and he had shot off that small handgun in the
direction of Cougar Olson, thinking he was Logan Wakefield.  Yes, they did need
to take care. 


 


The one morning that Ricardo hadn’t followed Olivia
and Maria on their daily walk, as he’d been in the corral helping with an
ornery bronc, and hadn’t seen them leave earlier than usual, it happened.  


 


A heavily bearded and disheveled Henry Jefferson Adams
rode up from a thick grove of trees, then sat his horse staring with bloodshot
eyes at Olivia.  She jumped, and at first did not recognize the stranger. 
“Henry,” she breathed, as realization hit her, and she backed slowly away from
the rider in front of her.  However, Adams had not heard the hoof beats behind
him, so entranced was he at the sight of his beloved Olivia.


 


The very capable two-man mounted posse, consisting of
Logan Wakefield, and Sheriff Paul Denton, rode into the clearing right behind
Henry, and the two, very tall in the saddle, strong dependable men made a very
impressive and intimidating appearance as they rode around Henry’s horse, then
pulled up in front of him, cutting off his view of Olivia, then confronting
him.  Exasperated, Henry muttered an oath and attempted to pull his horse
around the two riders, but Logan sidestepped his horse, then grabbed Henry’s
reins, and before Henry realized what was happening, he was pulled forcefully
to the ground, and Logan quickly dismounted at the same time.  


 


Olivia whispered to Maria, “I suppose I don’t need to
call on Amelia to bring out her umbrella, after all.”  As she drank in the
scene unfolding before her, her eyes settled on the strong handsome features of
  Logan’s serious tanned face, and her heart gave a leap.  Then, at that very
moment, she realized that there could never, in all the years to come, ever be
another man for her.  The thought saddened her heart, for she knew that without
a doubt, Logan couldn’t return that love.  She did love him, and forever
would.  


 


Maria nudged her arm, “Señorita Olivia, Logan and
Sheriff Denton have the situation in hand, so I believe we should return to the
ranch, before you fall into Señor Wakefield’s arms, and declare your undying
love for him.”  


 


“Oh, Maria, really.”  Olivia blushed, then collected
herself at once.  She turned to retrace her steps in the direction of the ranch
yard.


 


Maria laughed, as they walked away, “It is written all
over your face, Señorita.”  She said with a grin.  


 


Logan tipped his hat,
then turned and walked quickly away, the sheriff, busy putting cuffs on Henry,
only nodded.  Between the two, they managed to put a complaining Henry onto his
horse, Logan retained the reins while the Sheriff walked over and retrieved the
new Winchester rifle from Henry’s scabbard.  They would see that the horse was
returned to the stables at Beaver Creek, along with a prisoner for the town Marshal,
in the form of a one two-legged varmint, to be tried for burglary and theft.  Maybe
someone could do the country a favor, and send the scoundrel back to British
soil.    


 


As they rode through the forest of Aspens, then toward town, Logan asked, “Will this hombre ever learn?”  He held the reins of
Henry’s horse, but the prisoner only stared straight ahead with a blank
expression, and Logan almost pitied him, or would have, if it hadn’t been for
the man’s obsession with Olivia.      


 


The Sheriff answered, “I believe he’s beyond learning,
or even hearing, for that matter.”  


 


Henry wasn’t listening, and, right at the last, had
barely resisted arrest.  All his senses had been directed to the retreating
figure of Olivia, as she and Maria had walked through the tall grass, then
through the Aspens, toward the ranch yard, his hope for a small fortune, along
with a lovely wife, shattered once again.  “Oh well,” he thought, “there will
always be  tomorrow, another day, another meeting.”  His hopes and dreams had
kept him going this far, and “Who knows what the next day will bring?” 


 


<><><> 


 


After leaving the Marshal’s office, where they had
watched Marshal Rhodes turn the key to lock the cell they had placed Henry
Adams in, Logan unpinned the deputy badge and handed it over to the Sheriff. 
He shook hands with Denton, then decided to check into the hotel for the
night.  He had a lot of thinking to do before returning to the ranch, though
before he could leave, Denton put a hand on his shoulder saying, “I could use a
young capable deputy, full time, but I know you’ve other ‘fish to fry,’ Logan. 
We do make a good team, you and I.  If you get back this way, give it some thought.”


 


Logan nodded,
hesitated, then said, “Thanks Paul.  Appreciate that, maybe another time, that
is, if things were different.”  


 


Logan was given the
same room he had stayed in previously at the top of the stairs, then after
washing the trail dust off, he proceeded to walk down to the hotel restaurant. 
Once seated, and drinking a cup of hot, black coffee, the waitress, Dolly took
his order.  “I’ll have Hank wave a nice thick steak over the fire, just the way
you like it, cowboy.  Fried potatoes, thick gravy and creamed peas.  How’s that
for service?”      


 


“Sounds like the best service I’ve had in awhile.”  Logan answered.


 


“Hey, cowboy, you flirting with my girl?”  Bart McCain
asked, as he walked up, then gave a slap on Logan’s shoulder.


 


“Hello, McCain.  Did you follow us to town?”  Logan grinned, as he waved McCain to a seat, and added, “Didn’t know Dolly was your gal. 
Guess my heart’s been broke for sure now, but I’ll just have to step aside.” 
Dolly was listening, and gave a laugh, “That’d be the day, Logan, when you take
your mind off that little lady you’re so stuck on to even look at the likes of
me.”  She took Bart McCain’s order then flounced off to the kitchen, after
winking at the two men.  


 


McCain answered Logan, after Dolly had left, “No,
Logan.  I had to come to town to pick up some supplies for the ranch.  Got the
wagon loaded, but seen you come into the restaurant, and thought I’d have a
bite myself, before heading back.  And, no, Dolly ain’t my gal, but sometimes I
wish she was.  Known ‘er for over twenty years, an’ ain’t no nicer little
lady.  Sometimes I feel like she’s serious about me, and then I think it over
and I think she’s just being nice.”  


 


“You’ll never know unless you ask her, McCain.”  Logan offered.  


 


“Yeah, an’ make a durn fool of myself.  One time I
almost asked her, then changed my mind.  I’ve saved a lot of my wages, over the
years, thought to start a spread of my own, but then I’ve been so attached to
the Triple-B.  Guess I’d miss it some, wouldn’t be no use to have me a place,
unless I could take Dolly with.  Not sure if she’d go or not.  An’ talk about
askin’, don’t you think it’s about time for you to get serious and ask that little
niece of the boss’s just where you stand with her?”  


 


“What do you mean?”  Logan was surprised.  


 


“Don’t act so surprised, Logan.  Everyone on the ranch
has seen how you get all mushy-eyed, when she’s around.  An’ we all know about
the picnic up in them hills, where you two went ridin’ the other day.  So don’t
tell me to ask Dolly anything until you declare yourself to Miss Olivia
Worthington.”  Bart gave a knowing smile, and began spooning sugar and cream
into his coffee.  


 


“I……..guess; I just didn’t know it showed.  Not sure
what to do about her though, McCain.  Just what would you advise?  She’s worlds
apart from me.”


 


“Ricardo told me that he thinks you should just haul
off and ask for her hand.  Wouldn’t hurt none, then at least you’d know where
you stand with her.  Frankly, Ricardo believes the lady feels the same about
you.  You are one good-lookin’ galoot, an’ the ladies sure give you the looks
when you come to town.”


 


“Ricardo needs to mind his own business.  He has
enough to take care of.”  Logan grumbled.  


 


Bart only chuckled.  “You sure got it bad, pard.”  


 


Dolly brought steaming plates of steaks, potatoes,
gravy and creamed peas.  Then returned a few minutes later to refill coffee
cups, and plunked down two large plates of apple pie.  “On the house.”  She
beamed.      


 


Logan and Bart McCain got busy stuffing themselves with
the tasty meal, so there was no more talk about the ladies, and McCain had to leave
after eating to haul supplies to the ranch before dark.  The fall season was on
the way, and days were getting shorter, with the sun climbing down behind the
western mountains early. 


 


Back at the ‘Triple-B’ Ranch, Claude Beckford was
seated in his leather chair, behind the well-polished desk in his study, deep
in thought.  He was surprised to see Olivia hesitantly enter the room.  “Well,
Niece, I was just thinking of escorting you to the dining room.  It’s about
that time, isn’t it?”  He arose and circled the desk, then, taking her arm, he
led her to an easy chair before the fireplace and before she could speak, he
added, “I was hoping for a few moments to talk to you before dinner.”


 


“Yes, Uncle Claude?”  Olivia began, as she seated
herself in a black leather upholstered easy chair.  “Actually I wished a word
with you also.  I know you and Amelia, are expecting the preacher from town,
possibly tomorrow, and I wanted your opinion on refreshments to be served.  I’m
not sure that we expect very many guests.  I am aware that most of the hired
hands are out on the range busy with rounding up cattle, and, unless you expect
folks from neighboring ranches and from town, there won’t be too many people
here.”  


 


“Exactly what I wanted to discuss with you, Niece. 
You must have read my mind.”  His blue eyes twinkled as he added, “I could wish
that I had wed Amelia years ago, though she wished to wait.  By the way, has
your young man proposed yet?  Could this possibly turn out to be a double
wedding?”  


 


“Uncle Claude, be serious.”  Olivia scolded.  


 


“You know, Niece, I almost feel sorry for that poor
chap, Henry Adams.  He’s followed you halfway around the world and, after
Ricardo told me the details of this morning’s happenings, I realized just how
enamored with you he really is.”  Claude shook his white head, as he continued,
“Then to be arrested and handcuffed in the presence of you ladies.  It will be
a wonder if he ever recovers from the shame of it all.”  


 


“You really are an old softie, Uncle Claude.  But
maybe now ‘poor’ Henry will get the help he needs.  However, the scoundrel is
really more enamored with your wealth than any feelings he may have for me.”  


 


“Think what you will, Ollie.  You are a lovely young
lady.  That Logan chap can attest to that.”  


 


“Oh, and by the way, Uncle, think how devastated poor
Lulu Haskell will be when she hears about your wedding.”  Olivia teased.  


 


Claude chuckled, and said, “And that lovely lady was
also impressed with my wealth.  Maybe I should have invited her to the ceremony
to watch me wed the love of my life.” Olivia giggled, and came back with, “Oh
you are a cruel one, Uncle.  Maybe we should go into supper.”  


 


As the Grandfather Clock, which stood proudly against
the west wall between two very tall bookcases, began to loudly chime the hour, the
two left the study arm in arm.  Olivia asked, “Are you and Amelia going away
for a honeymoon?”  


 


“We are away.”  He answered lightly.  


 


“Oh, you know what I mean.  Just the two of you, alone
together.”  


 


“We discussed that, Amelia and I.”  He hesitated, then
turned to look at Olivia, “I told Logan we’d go to Wyoming with him, that is
what Amelia wants also.  We’ll leave soon.  Probably travel by stage most of
the way, though we will bring our own horses to ride part way.  I believe
Ricardo and Maria can handle things here; we also have a very capable foreman
in Chester Burns.  How about it Olivia?  Do you want to see more of this
country?  I promised you a vacation. Staying here on the ‘Triple-B’ isn’t
getting much traveling done.”  


 


“I’ll be ready to leave, when you are, Uncle Claude. 
I do love this place.  Will we return here, or go on to those far-off lands
you’ve told me about?”  


 


He smiled tenderly, “What do you think, Olivia?  Shall
we return to our ranch?”  


 


“I……..I believe so.  It kind of feels like home to me
already.  I never dreamed of what I had been lacking in my life, back there at
the Manor.  I can always see those far-off lands another time.  Besides, you
have already seen them, a million times, and I have had enough of the sea
already.  I favor this western land, Uncle Claude.”  


 


“Alright, we’ll see how things go.  I did instruct Chester to have the men complete the roundup and branding while we are gone but to wait
until spring for the trail drive to sell cattle.  We may even wait until the
next fall, as I was informed that there has been enough selling of the stock
already, and we need to build up the herd to where it once was when my cousin
was owner.  We should be back here before the spring roundup anyway, and then
I’ll decide.  I’d like to ride with on that drive up north to the rails. 
Should be quite an experience.  


 


“Now if they keep the cattle mostly on the lower range
during the cold months, they should do well.  The men have stacked up feed to last
out the really cold spells.”  


 


Olivia giggled, and said, “Uncle Claude, you are
losing your British accent, and are sounding like a true westerner more and
more every day.”  


 


Claude chuckled, “It’s for sure, I’m learning more
every day, this is surely different from the shipping industry.”  Then he
added, “Oh, by the way, Niece, Garth sent a wire just before leaving New York, stating that he had shipped the rest of your trunks to the ranch.  They should be
here when we return from Wyoming.”


 


Olivia sobered, and replied, “Garth is a thoughtful
brother and I miss him, as ever.”


 


“Yes, he and Bridgett are on their way back to England by now.  Right now I’m ready to eat.  How about you?”


 


The Methodist preacher, and his wife, along with two
pretty, red-haired young daughters, arrived at the Triple-B in a shiny black
buggy at exactly ten-thirty the next morning.   Logan Wakefield, riding his
sturdy roan gelding, rode in about fifteen minutes behind the preacher. 
Already the courtyard was filling up with neighbors and townsfolk, along with
noisy youngsters.  


 


News had spread like wildfire, throughout the
territory, and when folks had heard that there was to be a wedding, especially
when the groom was the owner of one of the largest spreads in the territory and
kin to the original owner, Sam Beckford, and anyone able to attend was invited,
they began packing up lunches, and children, along with homemade presents,
jams, jellies and desserts, and traveled for miles in wagons, buggies and
horseback, looking forward to the event.  Roundup had come to a halt,
temporarily, so that most of the cowhands could join in the festivities.  


 


Olivia stood at the front window looking out, just as Logan was tying his roan with a slipknot to the hitching post outside the gate.  She was
totally stunned, yet pleased at the same time, when she saw how many folks had
shown up for her uncle’s wedding.  They had only expected a small group to
attend.  However, she was more than happy, when she saw Logan walk in, joining
the others, with smiles and handshakes, only she gave a slight frown when she
noted Trudy Perkins arrive, on the arm of Cougar Olson.  Oh well, at least the
little she-devil was escorted by the cowboy, and Logan hadn’t looked her way.  
  


 


Maria joined her at the window, and exclaimed, “Mercy,
I only hope that Hank has enough coffee and cake to go around, I’ll stretch out
the fried chicken, though I already have many tortillas filled with refried
beans and hot sauce.  We also have those platters of the cookies you baked last
evening.  That should please everyone.  The little ones will be happy playing
their games and filling up on the sweets.  Oh my, Señorita, is that Lulu
Haskell and her sister who just walked up.  H’mmmm, maybe I should put that
gringo, frizzy-haired female to work, helping serve the refreshments.”  


 


“Oh really, Maria.”  Olivia giggled, then added, “Oh
well, she might surprise you, and volunteer to do just that.  Wait a minute; is
that our sheriff, who is escorting her?”


 


“I believe you are right.  I almost did not recognize
the gringo sheriff.  My what a handsome figure of a man he makes in his grey
suit.  Oh, but that is his old battered hat.”


 


Olivia laughed, and said, “Lulu does have a tight hold
on his arm.  I doubt if she would let go long enough to help us serve the food,
though I suspect some of the other women will volunteer their services, heaven
knows there are plenty of them, and it does seem that they all brought food
too.” 


 


The wedding was held in the courtyard with the
heavenly fragrance of roses filling the air.  The beautiful ceremony, with a
few tears shed here and there, was a happy occasion and Amelia had never looked
lovelier in her elegant gown, brought all the way from England.  Of course, Claude Beckford was at his most distinguished best.  Logan, standing
up as best man, wore a new western style black suit he’d had made for the
occasion.  Ricardo, pleased at having been chosen to give the bride away, had
donned his Mexican style outfit, complete with the silver conchos running down
each side.


 


Olivia, as always, was wearing a pale blue satin gown
with a full skirt of white chiffon covering the satin, and it was hard for Logan to keep his eyes off of her the rest of the afternoon.


 


The ceremony was kept short as the local preacher
knew, from years of experience, that the visitors, especially youngsters, could
only be kept still for so long.  Also knowing cowhands, that bunch would soon
begin fidgeting.  Last, but not least, Lord Beckford had instructed the
preacher to keep the ceremony, as well as any sermon he wished to give, within
reasonable minutes.  Folks came for the wedding ceremony, and a minimum of
preaching, then well-wishes and plenty of food.  That was fine with the
preacher, as he, and his family were invited to stay on for the festivities,
which included food, drinks, music, and for those who wished to dance, the
brick patio would be sufficient.  


 


A neighboring rancher had brought his fiddle and,
while he began lightly playing the instrument, food was being served.  Joining
in the music, Hank, the cook, proved to be a talented guitar player.  Then
Ricardo joined in, strumming a Spanish guitar, and, while the guests began
eating, Ricardo’s rich baritone voice rang out in a Spanish love song with many
verses.  After which he began a series of songs sung only in the colorful Spanish
language.  Then Maria surprised everyone by singing a duet with her husband,
which by all appearances, had been practiced many a time.


 


Olivia sat at a long table at the edge of the
courtyard, across from her uncle and his newly wedded wife.  Amelia was
radiant, and the couple had eyes for each other only. Olivia couldn’t be
happier for them.  Now she had Amelia for an aunt, as well as a dear friend. 


 


Maria and Olivia, assisted by several of the women
guests, had served the food and then, as they listened to the delightful music
and watched the few dancers on the patio, they had filled plates for
themselves.  


 


As she was finishing up the last bite of chicken on
her plate, Olivia felt a strong hand touch her shoulder lightly.  Quickly
looking up, she gazed into the serious piercing green eyes of Logan Wakefield. 
He motioned towards the dancers, and said, “Shall we join them?”  Olivia
started to make an excuse, “Oh, well……I…..um.”  


 


But Maria nudged her, saying, “Do not play hard to
get, Señorita Olivia.  Of course you wish to dance with Señor Wakefield, so
go!”  


 


Claude Beckford grinned and watched as Logan led Olivia to the patio.  Amelia raised an eyebrow, and suppressed a smile.  


 


“I’ll try not to step on your toes, Olivia.”  Logan began, as they walked away.  “It’s been awhile, you know.”  


 


“Oh, of course.”  Olivia flustered, “I……I’ll try not
to step on yours too.”  Oh heavens, was she going to be close to Logan on a dance floor?  Then she let out a nervous giggle as he took her into his arms
and began keeping time to the music.  It was a slow, romantic tune and Olivia
was floating on air.  


 


“You were so busy all afternoon; I had wanted to talk
to you, before now.”  Logan began.


 


“Oh, well, yes.  Maria and I had our hands full there
for a while.”  She answered, as she swayed in his arms.  


 


He tightened his hold on her, as the dance floor began
to fill up with more couples.  Lord Beckford and Amelia began dancing and the
dancers formed a circle around them so the bride and groom could have the
center of the floor.  Olivia noted that Sheriff Denton and Lulu Haskell were
joining in also, and had been inseparable all afternoon.  As they kept perfect
time to the music, everyone seemed surprised at what a nice couple they made. 
Most folks were romantics at heart anyway and enjoyed watching a blossoming
romance.  Maybe the good sheriff had found his match after all.  


 


Logan and Olivia had danced several dances, lost in
each other’s arms, and only stopped when they realized that the music wasn’t
playing any more.  The fiddler and guitarists had taken leave of the patio, in
order to fill their plates while there was still any food left.  


 


“I thank you, ma’am, for the pleasure of your
company.”  Logan quipped, as he gave a slight bow, and then escorted her from
the dance floor.  


 


Olivia laughed, and said, “I really enjoyed the
dancing, Logan, so you are very welcome.  It has been a while since I have
enjoyed myself so much, and I haven’t danced recently either so I believe we
did well, considering we at least didn’t bump into anyone.”   


 


“No, I don’t believe we left any casualties or
fatalities on the floor.”  Logan grinned.   


 


Soon it was time to cut the wedding cake, after which
there was much congratulating, and some visiting, though many families with
small children were already packing their wagons,  planning to be home before
dark.  


 


Olivia and Maria were cleaning up the last minute
dishes from the tables in the courtyard, when Maria said, “Did you see how Señor
Olson kept that Trudy Perkins at his side all afternoon?”  


 


“I did notice, Maria.”  Olivia answered, “It seemed
like he was making sure she kept out of trouble, and I believe some of the
wives were glad that she was with Cougar Olson.”


 


Maria laughed, and looked at Olivia, “Only the
wives?”  She asked, then, “Well, maybe the little she-devil will grow up after
all, though I do believe Señor Olson has his work cut out for him.  If I know
that Perkins girl, she was only on good behavior today and will lead him a
merry chase.” 


 


“Is she really that bad, Maria?  Well, anyway, I don’t
see them now, maybe they left.”


 


“Si, most everyone has.”  Maria stated, as they walked
into the kitchen with their arms full of dishes. 


 


Well, the ceremony and reception were a huge success. I
loved meeting all of our neighbors.   Speaking of ceremony, just where are the
bride and groom?”  Olivia asked. 


 


“Oh, the Señor and Señora went into the hacienda a while
ago.  They just slipped away, right after shoving cake into each other’s
mouths.”  Maria snickered.  


 


“Oh?  …………Oh!”  Olivia answered.  


 


Logan had stood at the
edge of the courtyard watching Olivia and Maria enter the house, then he slowly
turned, deep in thought, and walked towards the bunkhouse.  He had a lot of
thinking to do.  He’d never been in love before, but was sure that this was
something that he couldn’t just ignore as he had previously thought.  Maybe
sometime during the trip north to Wyoming, he could approach the subject with
Olivia’s Uncle Claude, and if the old fella didn’t shoot him first, maybe they
could at least discuss the situation.  Then he’d at least find out just where
he stood in that respect, and Olivia did appear to like him, somewhat anyway. 
Maybe……….just maybe.






[bookmark: _Toc356213232]CHAPTER 21


 


Three days after the wedding the town of Coyote
Springs was once again being drenched with a steady drizzling rain, creating
mud puddles in all the wrong places, though the rose bushes and other plants
were thriving.  Rose petals laden with sparkling droplets of rainwater, filled
the air with heavenly aromas.  Amelia breathed in the essence as she lowered
her wet umbrella and climbed aboard the northbound stage.  Olivia followed
behind, having made a mad dash from under the overhanging roof over the
boardwalk, to the protection of the stage interior.  Amelia had no intention of
using her umbrella, upon entering the stage, as a weapon this time.  Her only intention
was keeping dry.  


 


Also her new husband, Lord Claude Beckford, with a
twinkle in his eye, had informed her that as she was now a married lady, she
must also behave as one, though she knew that deep down that Claude loved her
strong-willed nature and would have her no other way.  She heaved a deep sigh
and smiled, as Olivia, with a heavy woolen shawl covering her head, climbed
aboard and took the seat across from her.  


 


The team had been unhitched and fresh horses were
straining at the bit, anxious to move out.  Logan and Claude had tied their
horses onto the back of the stage, and now they climbed aboard, hat brims dripping
rainwater.  Claude sat with Amelia, and Logan took a seat next to Olivia.  


 


“Too wet out there to ride today.”  Claude said, and Logan agreed.  


 


“Although,” Logan added, “I remember many a day that I
have ridden horseback for long distances in worse weather than this, though the
stage interior sure beats getting soaked for no reason.  Besides, it’s much
more comfortable in here.”  He grinned down at Olivia and she gave him her most
brilliant smile right back.  Amelia thought it certainly was a change from the
way Olivia had been playing hard to get for a while.  Amelia knew that Olivia
would miss Maria, as they had become very good friends.  The long farewells,
back at the ranch, had been sad, however, Ricardo and Chester Burns were very
capable of handling things while they were gone, and they all knew that Logan was certainly looking forward to seeing his folks again.  It had been a long time
and, a few weeks from now, they would be in Wyoming at the Wakefield horse
ranch.  Claude and Amelia secretly hoped that Logan and Olivia would, by that
time, have decided on a future together, possibly at the Triple-B.  H’mmm…..why
not? 


 


Soon the stage was rolling down the muddy road out of
town, then across the wooden bridge, and out into the wilds of the desert
trail.  There were only two other passengers, and they sat in the rear seat. 
Both were older tough looking men appearing to be asleep, however, as Logan had glanced their way, he strongly doubted that fact.  


 


“Are you comfortable, Olivia?”  Logan asked as he
looked at her.


 


“Oh, yes, thank you.  I have plenty of room, not the
least bit crowded.”  She answered.  “I am looking forward to seeing more of
this western part of the country, but I do hope the weather clears up soon.” 
She added.  


 


Logan gave a chuckle,
“Well, ma’am, hopefully we’ll ride out of the rain, unless it follows us. 
Anyway, it’s nice weather for ducks, though I don’t see any of them around.” 


 


Olivia snickered, “Of course not, no ducks around
here.  I think even your western coyotes are in hiding.”  She offered.  


 


“Well, seems there’s plenty of other critters out
there to take their place.”  Logan offered.  “Cougars, bears, mostly crawlin’
varmints though, but they’re likely hidin’ under rocks an’ such.”  


 


Olivia shivered, and gave him a strange look to see if
he was kidding, but Logan just looked away innocently.  Then Amelia raised an
eyebrow, as she joined in, “Well, at least this rain will possibly keep those Indians
away, if it keeps up as hard as it’s pouring now.”  She stated firmly, giving Logan a hard stare.  


 


Logan smiled but said
nothing.  Claude chuckled and put his arm around Amelia’s shoulders, who only looked
out the window at the rain.  However, both of the tough looking passengers in
the rear seat, with eyes still closed, laughed out loud.  


 


As the stage wheels creaked and grinded, sloshing
through the muddy trail, the passengers relaxed, each deep in his and her own
thoughts.  


 


Logan leaned his head
back, closed his eyes, and pulled the wide-brimmed black Stetson down to cover
his eyes, his thoughts drifting back to his friend, Ricardo.  When he had bid
him goodbye, back at the ranch, they had shook hands.  Then, as Ricardo gripped
  Logan’s shoulder, the vaquero had looked him in the eye for a moment before
speaking, then he’d softly said, “Adios, Amigo.  Via Con Dios.”  Then he had
turned abruptly and walked quickly back to the courtyard.  They had not known
each other very long but a friendship had been solidly established, a comradeship
which would be hard to sever. 


 


Logan began thinking
of his pa and ma, whom he would soon join on his pa’s horse ranch.  He’d been a
long time returning home.  Also he would soon see his three former shipmates, Jim
Reynolds, Mack Parsons, and Gabe Johnson, who were now ranch hands at pa’s
spread.  He was eager to hear of how the three had managed their escape to America. They had all gone through hell and back together and had survived - which was a
miracle in itself.  Their story should prove worth the telling. 


 


Olivia gazed dreamily out the rain-streaked stage
window at the glistening desert, her thoughts wandering back to the Triple-B
Ranch.  She hoped this journey would be at least half as fascinating as her
stay at the ranch had been.  She missed Maria and the ranch already, but tried
to arrange her thoughts in a more cheerful manner.  She was seated next to
Logan Wakefield.  Heaving a deep sigh, she adjusted her seating as far away
from him as was reasonably possible.  She didn’t know if Logan was asleep or
not, however, as she moved away, he slid over just a bit closer to her.  


 


<><><> 


 


The rain had slowed to a light drizzle early
afternoon, leaving a distinct chill in the air, just as the Beaver Creek
Trading Post came into view.  Olivia and Amelia pulled their heavy shawls
tighter around themselves, and the men buttoned up their coats, just before
exiting the stage to make a mad dash for the old weathered building.  They hoped
for a hot meal, and hot water to freshen up.  They found the meals to be hot,
however leaving much to be desired in quality and taste.  As for hot water, it
would take too long to heat, so they settled for a pitcher of cool water and a
basin, in a long hallway just off the main room.  Half an hour later, they were
back in the stage, with a fresh team of horses sloshing through the muddy
trail, and a driver, whom they had recognized as Joe Carlson, from their
previous journey, along with “Wolf” riding shotgun, both men wearing slickers
over heavy coats.  


 


Two miles down the trail, Logan looked over at Claude
Beckford, “Guess we’re leaving the rain behind.”  He said, then continued, “If
I’d known that, I would have ridden horseback for a while.”  


 


“Yes, same here.”  Claude answered.  “It would be good
to ride, but there will be plenty of time for that later on.”  


 


“Seems like we’ll have a cavalry escort for awhile
now.  Up ahead of us.”  Logan stated, matter-of-factly, as he peered through
the rain-streaked window.


 


Claude leaned forward to look, “By Jove, Logan my boy,
you don’t miss a thing.  So that’s a cavalry outfit?”  He asked.  


 


“Yes sir.  They’re still a ways ahead of us, but we’re
gaining.  They’re riding slow.  Must have seen the stage comin’, and will have
a word with Carlson.  Seems like a troop of about fifteen men, or so.”  


 


Both hardened riders on the rear seat of the stage,
had leaned forward to take a look, then smiled, leaned back and closed their
eyes.  Nothing unfamiliar to them out there.  


 


Olivia shivered, clutching her shawl tighter, then
spoke, “It looks like they’re pulling off the trail, Uncle Claude.  Do you
suppose Mr. Carlson will stop the stage to talk to the soldiers?”  She queried. 



 


“I’m sure of it, Ollie.”  He answered.  


 


Logan looked down at
Olivia, and grinned, “Old Carlson knows what he’s about, ma’am.  Don’t you
worry your pretty little head none.”  


 


Startled at his remark, Olivia gave Logan a hard look,
which said more than words, could impress upon him, in regard to his
statement.  She hadn’t asked his opinion, and couldn’t care less what he
thought anyway.  She was not, and had never been, just a dumb female, to be
pacified with soothing talk from ‘big strong men’, and it was about time that Logan understood the fact.  She still did not understand this big green-eyed cowboy, nor,
at this point, wanted to.   


 


Her Uncle Claude hid a wide grin behind his hand, and
Amelia wrinkled her brows with an attempt to keep from laughing out loud.  Logan was, once again, getting a first hand introduction into the real temperament of Miss
Worthington.  Hers was a strong-willed nature, not to be undermined by anyone’s
male ego.  To those who knew her well, her strength of character showed more
often than not, and at times, her sarcasm sprinkled generously with tears of
frustration.  


 


It seemed Logan Wakefield still had a ways to go with
learning the ways of strong-minded women, especially those of high intelligence;
a description which certainly fit Miss Olivia.  Many others before him had
learned painfully of Olivia’s belief in equality, and she would accept nothing
less than just that from anyone.  Though, deep down, she now knew she had met
her match, though why did she have to be so attracted to the rogue?  Well, the
cold shoulder would be her best defense, for a while anyway.  She shifted even
further along the seat and leaned against the window looking out once again at
the wet countryside, tilting her pert little chin higher in the process.  Logan wondered to himself, ‘Now what did I say wrong?’ 


 


The Lord of Beckford Manor had always been proud of
his niece’s independence; that is after he had learned the hard way to live
with it.  Now it would be a sight to behold when this young man had finally
learned to accept her strong independence as fact, and, by all means, not to
insult her intelligence during the process.    


 


As the horse soldiers began dismounting, then removing
glistening-wet slickers and rolling them up to tie behind saddles, Joe Carlson
pulled on the reins and brought the team to a halt at the side of the trail,
set the brake, then climbed down from his seat on the stage.  Wolf chose to
remain at his post with his rifle across his knee, a sour look on his face, and
a curse word, or two on his lips.  


 


Carlson, his boots sloshing through mud, approached
the soldiers as Colonel Jeffrey Winters dismounted his horse and reached out a
welcoming hand to the weathered driver of the stage.  “How are you, Carlson?” 
He asked.  “Nice to see you again.”


 


“Been awhile, Colonel.  What brings you to this part
of the territory?”  Carlson asked, as they shook hands.  


 


“We’re heading up to Ft. Laramie.  I have a fresh
young officer who needs some desert training, and Wyoming’s as good a training
ground as any.  In the spring, we’ll be stationed at Ft. Dodge for a while.”


 


“I hear Dodge City is a fast growing town too. 
Eastern cattle buyers have found it a good place to buy herds, then ship them
back east.  They don’t have the cattle ranches back there and the need for
cattle is growing.”  Carlson offered.  


 


The Colonel added, “I was stationed at Dodge a few
years ago, and kind of look forward to seeing the place again.  It’s a tough
part of the country, but, as you say, it’s growing faster now since the
railroad began shipping cattle from there.  I hear they have some good law
enforcement in Dodge now though.  A young straight-shooter.”


 


“Well,” Carlson began, “Good luck to you, Colonel,
“Sure nice to see you again.  Been years.”  


 


Colonel Winters answered, “Maybe we’ll meet again soon,
on the road.  You never know just where we’ll be.  Sometimes we’re stationed in
a place and then get orders to head for some unheard of camp.”   


 


Carlson gave a loud guffaw, then took off his old
battered Stetson, gave it a couple of shakes to get some of the rain drops off
the crown, then shoved it back on his head, thought a moment, “Well, we need to
pull out, make our schedule.”  He added.  


 


“Never knew you to be concerned about schedules in the
old days, Carlson.”  


 


The driver chuckled, “Now, you just may be right about
that.”  He said, then added, “No matter, we usually seem to be on time, within
an hour or so, anyway.”    


 


Logan and Claude had walked over from the stage, and
introductions were made.  After a brief conversation with the Colonel, they
walked back to the vehicle with Carlson.  


 


Claude ventured, “It’s nice to know that group of
soldiers will be in the vicinity while we ride to the next town.”


 


The driver laughed, “Don’t let my partner, Wolf, hear
you say that.”  


 


“Why not?”  Logan asked.  


 


“Not sure why, but he feels the Cavalry has only one
purpose and that’s just to get in his way.  As long as I’ve known Wolf, he’s
strongly disliked anything about the Military.  He believes he can handle
anything without their interference.  He first hired on with the stage company
‘bout six years ago, an’ been like that since I’ve known ‘im.  We mostly work
to an’ from the town of Nowhere.”


 


“Yes, that’s where we will be staying tonight.  Next
town, isn’t it?”  Beckford asked.  


 


Carlson nodded, then added, “Never have known why Wolf
feels the way he does, an’ prob’ly never will, an’ I don’t intend to ask.”


 


Logan pondered, “It’s
hard to understand why.  He’s a quiet man, never says a thing.”  


 


“You bet he is, but he’s a mighty good man to have on
your side, though for some reason folks seem to steer clear of ‘im.  We get
along though.” 


 


“The Colonel said they would rest up here about twenty
minutes, then head for Nowhere.”  Logan said, then added, “He said we could
meet in town and talk awhile.  It will be good to talk with some of the
enlisted men too.  I noticed, by the stripes on his sleeve, a Lieutenant in the
group.”  Then as Logan looked around, he noted that the young Lieutenant had
walked over to the stage and, while touching the brim of his hat, was looking
into the stage window; a wide grin on his young face.  Logan scowled.  


 


Lord Beckford had noticed the Lieutenant at the same
time, and the scowl on Logan’s face.  He thought, “This situation is getting
more interesting as time goes by.” 


 


“I see the young Lieutenant has spotted our women in
the stage.  Well, he doesn’t need to be bothering them.”  Logan growled.  


 


“I’m sure he means no harm, only being friendly.” 
Claude ventured, as he chuckled inwardly.  


 


Logan continued
scowling, until he noticed that the shotgun rider, Wolf, had quickly dropped to
the ground, from his seat on the stage, and was rapidly approaching the young
Lieutenant, his working rifle in hand pointed dangerously at the young
officer.  He waved the weapon from the officer, pointing it in the direction of
the military troop, motioning him in no uncertain terms to return to his
group.  


 


The young red-faced Lieutenant nodded at the ladies in
the stage, then walked hurriedly, posture straight as a board, to his troop,
and Logan then grinned, as he noted the Colonel talking in no uncertain terms, to
the young officer.  


 


Once seated back in the stage, Logan heard Olivia say
to Amelia, as she batted her long eyelashes, “My, that was a nice-looking young
officer, wasn’t he, Auntie dear?  So polite and respectful.”  Logan scowled
again and kept the expression during the remainder of the ride to the town of
Nowhere.  


 


In the still of a cool and somewhat wet autumn
evening, the tired team pulled the creaking stage to a rumbling halt in front
of the small two-story ‘Nowhere’ hotel, with its faded sign, and rough siding.


 


The travelers remembered that, though the exterior of
the establishment had not been in the most presentable condition, the rooms had
been clean and, in the restaurant, the waitress had made a pot of tea and brought
beef sandwiches to them.  With a little luck, maybe they would now have the
same fare.  Leaving early in the morning, and not taking the train as it would
be going out of their way, they would be heading north on a different stage
route.  The journey would be long and Olivia, at times, wondered why she hadn’t
just stayed on at the ‘Triple-B’.  She missed Maria terribly and needed her companionship
and wise advice as never before.  Well, she would see her again in the spring,
and, of course, her dear Amelia was with her.


 


Logan had
assured them that winter would soon cover the whole of Wyoming with a thickness
of white snow as far as the eye could see, and there would be no travel to
return to the ranch until the spring thaw.  Olivia was suddenly ashamed of
herself.  What was she thinking of?  Her uncle seemed to be enjoying himself,
and Logan had been away from his home for many years.  She needed to get hold
of herself.  Well, that young blonde officer would be here in town, maybe eat
at the restaurant, while they were there.  She hadn’t gotten his name and Logan hadn’t seemed to take a liking to the cavalry officer, and, for some reason, had
even frowned at the poor young man though he hadn’t even met him.  Interesting!



 


‘Perhaps,’ Olivia thought to herself, as she entered
the hotel, on the arm of her uncle, ‘if I could get the officer’s name, then
introduce him to Logan, maybe the two men would at least be friendly to one
another.  Well, then again, maybe not.’  She hesitated a moment, then thought
again to herself, ‘I wonder if the Cavalry will be traveling the same way we
will be going in the morning.’ 


 


Wolf, without a word, wearing his usual sour
expression, had already disappeared through the bat-wing doors of the nearest
saloon, so Logan helped carry the luggage into the hotel as Claude walked in
with his wife and niece to arrange for rooms.  He had wired ahead so accommodations
should have been ready.  


 


As Logan stepped onto the board walk, loaded down with
bags, he noted the two well-armed men from the rear seat in the stage.  They
hadn’t said much on the trip and had only nodded and waved as they walked away,
toting saddlebags and two saddles they had lifted from atop of the stage.  The
two were now walking towards the Sheriff’s small building at the far end of the
road.  


 


Logan would bet the
two were Texas Rangers, hell-bent on a mission.  He’d seen enough Rangers in
the past to know one or two when he saw them.  Each toted a Winchester rifle
and a six-gun in a worn holster with plenty of ammo in their belts.  He figured
each had a silver star in his vest pocket.  At times they worked undercover, as
did Logan’s friend, Jake Welby.  Watching the two as they entered the Sheriff’s
office brought back old memories for Logan.  His thoughts then turned to
Olivia, and he wondered why her attitude towards him had, once again, changed. 
He’d never really understood women and probably never would.  


 


As Logan managed to open the door to the hotel, he
heard the sound of pounding hooves in the road, and, looking back, he noted the
Cavalry troop entering town at a gallop with the young blonde Lieutenant now in
the lead, eager eyes front, back straight.  Logan began scowling again.  “Well,
you dashing young ladies’ man,” he mumbled, “let’s see you figure out her
haughty ways.  She’ll stomp on your pretty face, and make you like it.”  Logan let the door of the hotel lobby slam shut behind him as he dropped the bags onto the
floor, making enough noise to wake all inhabitants of ‘Boot Hill.’


 


Walking briskly past Olivia, not looking at her even
though her head turned slightly his way, Logan approached the hotel desk as
Claude was walking away holding three keys.  He handed a key to Logan, saying, “Here you are, son, this is for your room.  First one at the head of the
stairs.  


 


“Sir, you didn’t have to do that.  I would have gotten
my own room.”  Logan frowned.


 


“Nonsense, Logan, don’t be so proud.  You can pay for
my dinner then, if you feel the need. Believe me; you have more than helped me,
you and Ricardo both, when you got my ranch back for me.  I doubt if I could
have done that without your help.”  Claude stated firmly.  


 


“Ricardo and I were glad to help you in any way we
could, sir.  You should know that, and, as for dinner, it’s a deal.  I’d be
pleased.”  Logan answered as he turned and walked toward the stairs, though on
second thought he strode over to retrieve the carpetbags and one small trunk he
had abandoned just inside the door.  “I’ll haul these up the stairs.”  He said
offhand to Claude, who had started to protest, but Logan was already halfway up
the stairs before he could get the words out.  


 


Claude shook his head, and chuckled as he took
Amelia’s arm in his, Olivia on the other arm, then strode toward the stairway. 
“That young man really has it bad.”  He leaned and whispered into his wife’s
ear.  


 


“I can’t hear a word you are saying, you old fool. 
Speak louder so we all can hear.”  Amelia retorted loudly, then giggled.  


 


Olivia pulled away from her uncle’s grasp, and,
clutching the front of her skirt with both hands, began hurriedly climbing the
stairway to the second floor.  As she reached the top, Logan was setting the
bags on the floor in front of her room and she gave a very briskly grudging,
“Thank you!”  Sticking her nose in the air, she shoved past him, then on into
her room, without her luggage, slamming the door hard behind her. 


 


Logan hesitated, then
gave a light tap on her door.  “Who is it?”  She questioned sweetly.  However,
Claude had walked over, and said, “I’ll take the bags in, Logan my boy, and
thanks for your help.”  Then as Logan nodded and walked away, Claude turned and
called out, “This is your Uncle Claude, Ollie, open the door and I’ll bring in
your luggage.”  


 


“Oh!”  Olivia sheepishly opened the door to admit her
uncle, feeling rather foolish and ashamed of the way she was acting.  Maybe she
was just tired and needed a good meal.  After leaving her bags with her, Claude
left to go to his and Amelia’s room, after making arrangements to escort his
niece to the dining room in one hour.  


 


Olivia wondered again if the young Lieutenant would be
in the dining room at dinner time.  She’d seen the Cavalry soldiers riding into
town, and thought again how attractive the young officer was, but then in her
mind, she quietly compared his looks to Logan’s darkly handsome features and
realized at once that had been a mistake.  She knew in her heart that there
could never be another to compare to the cowboy.  


 


‘Oh he can be so frustrating at times.’  She inwardly
stormed, as she prepared to change for dinner, wishing that somehow she could
avoid going to the dining room, but she knew there was no chance of that.  She
was also very hungry.  Wishing she could make amends for her actions, she also
knew that she would be forever doomed to apologizing every time she lost her
temper, if she gave in even once.  Uncle Claude always accepted her
independence, so why couldn’t Logan?  Even her brother, Garth, thought her
temperament very acceptable and, at times, downright entertaining.  


 


One hour later, Olivia, accompanied by her uncle and
Amelia, descended the stairs. They noticed the young blonde Lieutenant standing
in the lobby.  When he spotted Olivia, he rapidly approached, speaking to her
uncle after flashing her a gleaming white, and obviously well-practiced,
smile.  


 


“How are you, sir?”  He spoke, reaching out a hand. 
“My name is Lieutenant Augustus Harrigan, recent graduate of West Point Military Academy, and presently assigned to Colonel Winters’ Cavalry Troop, whom you
met on the trail.”  


 


“How do you do, Lieutenant.”  Ignoring the
outstretched hand, Claude continued to hold onto his wife’s arm, and Olivia’s,
as he continued, “I am Lord Claude Beckford, of London, England, and may I present my wife, Lady Amelia Beckford, and my niece, the Duchess of Beckford
Manor, Olivia Worthington.  We are pleased to meet a member of the American
Military.”  


 


Claude’s expression was bland, and bored, as he
immensely enjoyed watching the effect of his statement, on the young
Lieutenant’s face, just as he had planned.  The officer’s pained expression was
enhanced with bitter frustration as he stuttered, not knowing whether to
salute, shake hands, bow, or run for the nearest saloon.  He chose the latter,
as he backed towards the door, and said, “Oh, I…..wasn’t aware.  It’s a
pleasure, sir, and uh…..ladies.”  However, with a return of bravery, he moved
forward again, then began a much rehearsed speech, “I was wondering if you
would allow me to escort your lovely daughter…..that is…your niece, to the
dining room, to have dinner with me?”  His voice became high-pitched, making it
a question, rather than a statement, as he had planned. 


 


Olivia suddenly wanted to snicker at the officer’s
discomfort, but withheld the temptation.  How could she have thought this young
man to be even slightly appealing?  Heavens, she actually wished that Logan would show up to rescue her, though she needn’t have worried, as her Uncle Claude
was doing just fine on his own.  


 


She almost laughed out loud, when Lord Beckford spoke
in a rather stiffly, though elegant, manner.  “I am extremely sorry, young
chap.  I presume you misunderstand my niece’s status.  We are meeting the Duchess
Worthington’s betrothed, in the dining room.  Lord Wakefield has reserved a
table for us, and we are late, so if you will excuse us.  It was a pleasure meeting
you.”  He gave a most dignified, reserved nod to Amelia and Olivia, moving them
towards the entrance to the dining room. 


 


Lieutenant Augustus Harrigan, having been trained in
the strictest discipline, saluted then turning on his heel and walked out the
door.  After leaving the building, he rigidly moved, as if in a trance, down
the board walk and through the town of Nowhere, stopping only at the Livery
Stable to retrieve his horse, then on to the military camp in the desert
outside of town.  Upon his return to camp he spoke to no one.  


 


“Uncle Claude,” Olivia said, as they entered the
dining room, “that wasn’t very nice, but thank you for saving me, though you
did tell a fib. And, Lord Wakefield?  Indeed!” 


 


“Oh just a slight fib, Ollie.”  Claude’s blue eyes
twinkled, as he added, “Logan actually is waiting in the dining room, with a
table reserved.  He is going to buy our dinner, so I merely stretched the truth
a bit.  Why can’t you allow your old Uncle Claude a bit of enjoyment, child. 
It isn’t often I get to have so much fun.”  


 


Amelia laughed out loud, as Olivia said, “You are not
old, Uncle Claude.  Oh well,” she heaved a deep sigh, “Let us find that
reserved table, and ‘Lord’ Wakefield, and go eat.” 


 


Once in the dining room, they approached a large,
white linen-covered table, where Logan was waiting.  Setting his coffee cup
down, he arose to pull out a chair for Olivia.  Claude seated Amelia.  


 


The waitress had gone all out to prepare a nice
setting, as Logan had requested.  Two candles were lit and the table setting
could now compare with any fancy restaurant in any large city in the world.  


 


Logan was dressed in a
black western style suit, with a white shirt, and a bolo tie that had been braided
from leather strips.  His shoulder-length, thick ebony hair had been tied at
the nape of his neck, giving him a dashing appearance.  If it hadn’t been for
the black flat-crowned cowboy hat, hanging on a hook behind his chair, she
would have sworn him to be a pirate, lacking only the colorful scarf around his
head.  Olivia caught her breath as she sat down, glad that she was wearing her
nicest dinner gown of light blue, matching her eyes, with the antique lace trim
about the neck and sleeves.  Her blonde hair had been brushed until it shone,
then styled atop her head to perfection.


 


Amelia spoke, “My!  Logan Wakefield, you must have
bribed that waitress to fix up such a nice table setting, complete with a white
lace tablecloth too.”  


 


“Not really.”  He grinned.  “I only gave her a long
story of how we have such a long journey ahead and it would be so nice to dine
in style before the long trek across mountains, desert, and prairie.  I told
her that we were camped outside of town in a covered wagon, actually a prairie
schooner, and that you ladies will be cooking wild meat over a campfire, from
now on, and we had just barely enough supplies to get us to where we will
homestead.”  His green eyes glittered with mischief, as he spoke so
innocently.  


 


“Oh, Logan, really.”  Olivia laughed, and it felt
good.  


 


“I don’t believe a word of that story, young man.” 
Amelia stated firmly, as her husband chuckled.   


 


“Actually,” Logan grinned, as he looked at Olivia, “I
told her that I would like a nice setting to go with an apology I would be
giving to a lovely lady, for something I must have said wrong, but haven’t the
slightest idea just what it was.  I’m sorry, Olivia.  For whatever it was, I
apologize.”  His smile, though genuine, was designed to penetrate the strongest
of feminine resistance.   


 


“Oh, my…..I….I guess, well of course, Logan, I accept your apology.  I honestly can’t remember just what it was either, so it
must not have been all that important.  I apologize also, though I don’t know
why I……well, anyway….”  The waitress walked up to take their orders, saving
Olivia from further explaining.  She had never in her life, apologized to any
man, what in the world was wrong with her?  She couldn’t even remember what she
had been so upset about.  Oh, she missed Maria.  Her Spanish friend had such a
way with words.  She even missed the hot Mexican fare she whipped up in the
kitchen.  


 


After the waitress had gone from the room, Olivia
looked over at Logan, and asked, “By the way, just what is a covered wagon?”  


 


He looked her right in the eye, and answered with a
straight face, “It’s a Prairie Schooner, usually anyway.”  Though, after he
stopped laughing, he knew by her expression, that he’d better explain, and by the
time he finished seriously telling her all about the pioneers, who were
migrating to the west, the waitress had returned carrying trays of steaming hot
food, which was a welcome improvement over the last time they’d been there, and
had been offered hash or hash and eggs, or hash, eggs, and gravy.  This was a
different waitress.  According to the menu, there must be a new cook in the
kitchen also. 


 


The food had been well prepared, roast chicken, gravy,
string beans, potatoes, and the most delicious apple pie.  As usual, Logan
Wakefield had made a lasting impression on the middle-aged waitress, and as he
was still living up to his reputation of leaving a string of broken hearts
along the western trails, the town of Nowhere would be no exception.  He left
more than a sufficient tip, and, with a devilish grin, left the waitress blushing
and offering a very acceptable breakfast for the next morning.  Olivia and
Amelia both groaned, as they left the dining room, when they heard the waitress
give a deep sigh.  


 


Olivia looked over at Logan, as he held the door for
them, and said, “Thank you, ‘Lord’ Wakefield, and thank you for the dinner also;
it was wonderful.”


 


He smiled, then, after entering the lobby, Logan asked of Claude, “Now, just what was that ‘Lord Wakefield’ business all about?” 


 


Claude chuckled, then retorted, “I’ll explain later,
Logan my boy.  It has to do with a certain young Cavalry officer, whom, by the way,
you probably will not see around the town of ‘Nowhere’ after tonight. 


 


They were back on the trail the next morning, traveling
north, in a different stage with a fresh team of horses pulling at the bit. As Logan
and Claude had chosen to ride horseback alongside the stage, and were giving
their mounts a good workout keeping up with the fresh team, they noted the
small cavalry troop, led by Colonel Winters, riding a short distance behind the
stage.  However, as the vehicle gained distance, the soldiers soon fell behind
and out of sight.  


 


Inside the stage Olivia and Amelia had leaned back
enjoying the fresh morning air, and, as the stage was fairly crowded, they both
kept silent, eventually reading to pass the time.  Olivia hoped that, at some
point, she would be able to visit with Logan during the long trip to Wyoming.  She owed him some kindness, as he had been so good to them.  


 


Olivia thought back to the night before, as she had
bid her Uncle Claude goodnight.  He had informed her that he’d learned that a
‘slowly reforming’ Henry Jefferson Adams had boarded the train two days before,
cuffed to a U.S. Marshal, who was returning to the east coast anyway, and would
see to the safe embarkment of old Henry on the first ship sailing for England,
from the New York Harbor.  The ship’s captain would be given papers explaining
that Henry would not be allowed anywhere on United States territory again.  The
news would spread and he would not officially be allowed passage again.  


 


As Olivia felt much compassion for the besotted man,
she had at once been relieved to know Henry would not be following her again,
at least not in this country.  Considering Henry’s mental state, the local
authorities had hesitated to prosecute; besides they had confiscated most of
the stolen items he had taken.  Returning him to British soil had seemed the
most likely solution.  


 


“So now,” Olivia thought to herself, “what to do about
Logan Wakefield?  Could my life ever be the same without him?”  She sincerely
doubted the fact. 


 


The days of travel were long, and tedious, however there
were light moments when she and Logan sat together on the stage and were able
to converse in quiet tones.  He told her again about his pa’s horse ranch, and
from his wistful descriptions of a childhood devoted to helping his pa and ma
on the ranch and enjoying loving care from those parents, she began looking
forward to seeing the colorful place and meeting those wonderful parents of
his.  The trip seemed relaxing and uneventful across the vast prairies, though
from then on, the scenery changed as they passed through various foothills, numerous
mountains, and breathtaking passes of eastern Colorado.  


 


Some of the small inns and trading posts along the way,
left much to be desired in amenities, however they were colorful and run by
tough, though friendly, folks who were lonely and hungry for news from other
parts of the world. Logan well knew the feeling of loneliness, though he had
pushed aside memories of his unhappy years at sea.  He knew these hardy
frontiersmen would lend a sympathetic ear, but he’d hesitated to go into his
story, preferring to look forward to a productive future.  So now here he was,
finally in familiar territory. Wyoming! Nearer to his childhood home.  


 


A few of the larger towns along the way had provided
quite elegant quarters, especially the large city of Denver, and they’d stayed
over for one day there to rest up for the rough trip they had ahead of them
from then on.  Olivia and Amelia had enjoyed the shops, stocking up on a few
last minute items.  From then on, heading northwest, out of Denver, travel was
rough, though the scenery unbelievably magnificent.  Wyoming was rugged, and breathtaking,
in its magnificence. 


 


After much sightseeing, they eventually reached the military
stronghold of Fort Laramie, a small well-protected garrison in the territory of Wyoming.  Also there was a well-established trading post for furs that
trappers brought in several times a year.  It was there at the Fort that
Colonel Winters’ small troop of cavalry soldiers rode in, eyes straight ahead,
single file, with Lieutenant Augustus Harrigan bringing up the rear.  As the young
Lieutenant passed by Olivia, as she stood in the courtyard, he gave no sign of
recognition other than the slightest flush to his cheeks.    


 


At the Fort the travelers were offered lodgings for a
few days rest, but were also advised that cold weather and possibly snow was
predicted in the near future.  All travel, stage lines included, would be non-existent,
and they could possibly be at the Fort for the long winter months.  However,
they still had at least ten days of possible travel, depending on weather
conditions.  They chose to leave on the earliest conveyance possible, which was
a six-a.m. Butterfield stage.  They were up and ready to leave the next
morning. 


 


Logan told them that
this was a rough part of the country to be in, though most of the outlaws were
situated much further west from where they were headed.  A place called the
‘Outlaw Trail’ was in western Wyoming.  The ‘trail’ led to a place called the
‘Hole in the Wall’, where only those hunted by the law were welcome, and nobody
but a fool would venture into that part of the country.  Most folks couldn’t
pinpoint just exactly where that trail was anyway.  Logan had been a fool only
once in his life, which resulted in giving him many years to repent.  He didn’t
intend to be a fool again.


 


Olivia shivered as she watched out the stage window at
her uncle and Logan riding their horses next to the stage.  There were robbers
in England too, but they were called various other names such as Highwaymen and
Road Agents.  Somehow the mention of these western outlaws seemed much more
mysterious and dangerous, however, she figured they were well-protected, as she
had seen the driver and his partner and these two were definitely a far cry
from greenhorn kids.                


 


The seasoned driver, and owner of the stage line,
Texas Jake Morgan, was a salty, weathered old westerner, on the far side of
middle age, and still feisty as a young grizzly.  The ‘shotgun’ rider, Danny
Longtree, was one-fourth Cherokee, one-fourth Comanche, and one-half fighting
Irish.  Throw that combination into a stew pot, and you get an unheard of breed
of wildcat.  Longtree toted a sawed-off shotgun, two six-guns, and a wild look
about him.  There hadn’t been a stage robbery on that run in the three years
that Morgan and Longtree had taken over, two attempts at first, but no success
on the part of the outlaws.  All six who’d made the attempts, were planted
somewhere off the trail.


 


A few residents of the vast territory had wondered if
Morgan and Longtree had some kind of connection, maybe an understanding with
some of the outlaw gangs.  Other stage lines had been held up, terrorized by
the outlaws, while mostly leaving this route alone.  However, not one of these
citizens dared question the old-timers with their opinions.    


 


Inside the coach, with no elbow room to spare, Olivia
reached into her carpetbag, and pulled out a book of poetry.  She might as well
relax.  Amelia, deep in thought, was not a one to converse with at the present
time.  There were ten travelers in all, three to a seat, with one lone cowboy
sprawled outside, and on top of the vehicle.  He had turned his fur-lined
collar up for warmth, and then with his wide-brimmed hat pulled down over his
eyes, he’d fallen asleep with the luggage stacked around him keeping the brisk
cold air away.  


 


Well, Olivia thought to herself, they were making good
time, and would soon be at the next side-of-the-road establishment for a change
of team, and a quick lunch. She began reading to herself, though at times,
would catch a quick glance outside to view the riders a short distance from the
stage.  Her breath would catch as she eyed the tall-in-the-saddle stature of
Logan Wakefield.  “If I were a lawmaker in this country,” she thought to
herself dreamily, “I would definitely enact a law making it a federal crime for
any man to be that breathtakingly handsome causing a woman this much distress.” 
Then she smiled to herself thinking of such a notion.  Amelia looked over at
her questioningly. 


 


<><><> 


 


Soon after the morning stage had pulled through the
gates of Fort Laramie to head north, Colonel Winters, standing in the
courtyard, was giving Lieutenant Harrigan his orders. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”
the Colonel began, while holding his anger with firm control.  He’d been all
over the western frontier for over twenty-five years.  Now his patience was
wearing thin with this recent graduate of an eastern officers’ training academy. 



 


Swallowing his impatience, he continued, “I do not believe
that you are hearing my orders clearly, Lieutenant.  I shall repeat myself for
the last time.  You are to leave the garrison immediately, with ten of our best
men.  Once on the trail, follow the wheel tracks of the stage.  They will be
traveling northwest.  When they stop for the night, you camp outside of the
towns.  Do not under any circumstances let yourselves be seen in the towns you
will come across.  Have I made myself clear at this point?”


 


Harrigan replied cuttingly, his voice reeking of
sarcasm, and contempt for his superior officer, “Certainly Colonel.  Will that
be all, sir?”


 


“Not quite.  There are rumors of a possible attack on
the stage.  Although there are capable men handling the vehicle, I want to be
doubly sure of the passengers’ safety.  There has been no robbery on this line
for quite awhile.  I want to keep it that way.” 


 


“Sir, if I may give my opinion.  We were taught in
military school, which is a well-known and accredited institution, not to
follow rumors and not to go out into the field unless there is evidence of
immediate danger from an Indian attack, or uprising, so I do not feel that this
excursion is necessary.”  Lieutenant Harrigan stood erect.  His contempt for
the small western garrison along with his personal dislike for the Colonel and
his orders apparent.  He continued talking, feeling that he was gaining ground
with the Colonel, making an impression on this frontier officer, with his
intelligence and proper training.  “I have heard no mention of any Indian
problems in this area, sir.”  The Colonel was silent for a moment, giving the
young officer a false sense of success.  


 


Colonel Winters smiled, while shaking his head in
frustration.  Looking Harrigan in the eye, he said, “Your opinion, at this
time, is not in the least of any importance whatsoever, Lieutenant, although I
always appreciate input from any of my ‘experienced’ men, who have had years of
extensive desert training.  That, you have not had.  You are new to the west,
but if you ever decide to drop down from your quarters on a distant planet,
just maybe we can make a soldier out of you……..eventually, that is.  Also, I
hadn’t realized that your obviously limited military training had put you in
charge of my troop.  Have you conferred with the authority here, or is this
rebellion against orders a possible hesitation of meeting up with the stage
again?  Maybe embarrassment because of a recent encounter with an ‘uninterested’
British lady?”


 


Harrigan clicked his heels as he abruptly turned
before Winters could catch the color rising on his face, then he said in a
haughty tone, “I shall gather the men,……….sir!” 


 


“Oh, and, Lieutenant, one more thing, aside from the
fact that you forgot to salute.”  Winters called after the fresh young sprout. 
“Do not under any circumstances return here with any ‘deceased’ soldiers.  That
would be ‘your’ downfall.  Do not risk even one of my men because of any personal
discomfort of your own.  Also,” The Colonel’s voice rose, “I do not remember
mentioning that there were Indian problems here.  The fact of the matter is
that we have had word of an unknown gang of outlaws who have come into the area
from somewhere east of here.  I was not informed that they were Indians.  You
need to check your facts before jumping to conclusions.  


 


“If you feel that this assignment would be too much
for you to handle, Lieutenant, speak up.  I’m sure I can find a more
experienced officer to lead the men while you spend the remainder of your
assignment here, in ‘locked quarters’.  From all the bragging you have done,
since I’ve known you, I took you for a much braver young man.”   


 


Without further word, the red-faced young officer turned
to salute, then proudly stalked off toward the barracks.  


 


Colonel Winters spoke to a tough older sergeant, who
had been standing a ways behind, with a puzzled expression on his face. 
“Sergeant, why do they insist on sending me these ‘green as the desert cactus’
peacocks right out of military school?  They want me to train them?  Before
sending them out on their own with a canteen and a rifle?” 


 


“I don’t know, sir?”  The sergeant scratched his head,
then pulled his cap back on.  “It could be they know you’ll give good tough
training to the ‘little ones’.”  The sergeant chuckled at his own humor.  Then
added, “You want me to trail along a ways behind, to wipe the kid’s nose when
he needs it?”  


 


The Colonel laughed, as the sergeant hid a smile, both
knowing that Lieutenant Harrigan had been eyeing the young daughter of an older
military officer, who had been stationed at the fort for several years, and had
his family living there.  This trip would certainly put a halt to any budding
romance for the young officer, in that respect.  The Lieutenant considered
himself to be quite a ladies’ man, and Colonel Winters intended to prove once
and for all just what his duties on this western frontier were.  


 


“I was thinking in that respect, Sergeant.  You are
the best tracker in my troop, and in case the Lieutenant gets himself lost, it
wouldn’t hurt for you to trail a ways behind him.  Also I need someone who will
give an honest report of what goes on along the trail.  You can join up with
them after a few miles.  I’ll give you written orders for him to return here,
only after he has reached the outskirts of Buffalo.  I believe some of the
passengers will have left the stage before then anyway, some taking a cutoff,
shortening their journey somewhat.  Just be sure and head back before the snow
begins.”  


 


The sergeant nodded, saluted, and headed off to the
corral to saddle his horse.  He looked forward to getting away from the fort for
a change.  Just himself, his horse, and a packhorse with extra supplies.  If
they run into bad weather, they will be needing all those supplies.  He knew
the young Lieutenant wouldn’t have thought of such a bother.


 


<><><> 


 


The small settlement and Trading Post of Comfort,
Wyoming, had been run by Silas Comfort for the last six years, ever since the
previous owner, and founder of the post, had retired to Boot Hill with the
compliments of an outlaw gang that had quickly been run out of the settlement
by a few tougher outlaws who had liked the jolly old founder of the town, which
at that time was called ‘Devil’s Rest’.  The tougher outlaws had resented the atmosphere
the newcomers had created, along with higher prices charged for the drinks.  


 


Silas Comfort was soon elected to take over the
ownership of the Post, along with the title of Mayor of the small town.  As
middle age had, long before, caught up with him, then quickly passed by, he
immediately retired from a somewhat shady profession, and decided on the spur
of the moment, to make an honest man of himself.  Quickly changing the
unpopular name of the place, to his own last name, ‘Comfort’.  Silas settled in
to a ‘Comfort’able position, running the Trading Post, with only one employee
to help keep the place in fairly good working order.  He’d written a letter to
a wife he’d had years before, and who was, when last heard from, living in Denver.  He also had a son there, maybe in his teens by now.  He’d not heard back from the
wife, but hadn’t really expected to.


 


Silas had never been sure just how he had acquired the
last name of Comfort, figuring he’d picked it up somewhere between toddler age,
and then the process of growing up on the back of an old nag horse, but no
matter, the name was just as good as any other, so the handle had stuck, and it
seemed an appropriate name for small settlement in the middle of no man’s
land.  The only other town near was called Freeman, about a stone’s throw away,
plus ten miles.      


 


Now the aging Silas was a balding, likeable, though
tough, old character, with eyes black as the ace of spades, and never missing a
thing.  He toted a thick grey handle-bar mustache and his only partner was a Winchester, which many claimed hit what it was aimed at no matter who handled it, though
most of the older ones knew better.  Two well-oiled old navy colts were close
at hand, under the bar and out of sight.  


 


Silas Comfort leaned back in his favorite chair near
the bar facing the door.  A chill was in the air, and he knew that they’d be
snowed in soon.  Well, the place was loaded down with enough supplies to last
out the cold months.  A huge stack of wood, needed for the large fireplace and
one pot bellied stove, filled up a lean-to in back of the place.  


 


A checkerboard, Silas’s favorite game, was in place on
a rickety table in front of him.  He motioned to his employee, a half-breed
from Arizona named Carlos, to put down his broom and throw another log onto the
dwindling fire in the fireplace, as well as one into the stove, then sit down
for a game of checkers.  A few customers were playing poker, but he didn’t like
the game; only provided a place for those who did.  Checkers was his only
sport, next to the Winchester, that is.






[bookmark: _Toc356213233]CHAPTER 22


 


The days on the trail had begun to shorten, as the air
turned brisk and cold.  Logan touched his heels to his horse’s sides, and
trotted up to ride next to Claude.  “Could I speak to you a moment, sir?”  He
called over to Lord Beckford.  


 


“Of course, Logan.  You needn’t ask.  However, when
you refer to me as ‘sir’, you make me feel like a ‘knight’.”  Claude chuckled. 
“Please continue to call me Claude, my name, you know.”  


 


“A knight?  S……..sorry…….habit, I suppose.  Claude it
is then.”  Logan relaxed in the saddle as they slowed their horses even more.  


 


When they were a short distance behind the screeching
wheels of the stage, Logan began, “I’ll get right to the point, Claude.”  Steam
escaped from his mouth as the frigid air mixed with his breath, and he
continued, “A few more days and we’ll arrive in a small town, a stage stop and
trading post, called ‘Comfort’.  Pa wrote and told me they had changed the name
of the place from ‘Devil’s Rest’ to ‘Comfort’.  The name doesn’t matter much
anyway, but that’s where we’ll leave this stage to take a shorter route to
Freeman, the town nearest Pa’s ranch.  


 


“This stage we’re on will go on to Buffalo, further
west.  We’ll either hire a buggy, or wagon, at Comfort to take the shorter
route, unless there’s still a stage line running out of Comfort.  Used to be
one, but not sure if it is still in operation.  It hauled passengers and mail
up to Freeman, then from there on a bit further north.  I guess we’ll see when
we get there” Logan pulled his fur lined collar up closer around his ears.


 


Claude nodded, his breath showing the frosty air also,
and he pulled his hat lower, adjusted his fur lined collar, then said,
“Whatever will shorten the trip, Logan.  I’m game, and still having the time of
my life.  Just hope the women are warm enough.”  


 


“Glad you understand, though I feel maybe it was wrong
of me to push you folks into this unpredictable weather.  For myself, I always
loved the changing seasons, even the blizzards.”  Logan gave a laugh here, “I
just thought maybe it would be a hard winter for you and the ladies.”  He
pondered, “We’ll be snowed in at the ranch, you know.”  


 


“Nonsense, Logan.  We’re hardy folks, and have been in
cold weather and snow before.”  Claude chuckled again, “I believe Olivia and
Amelia wouldn’t have it any different, and if they ever get back to London, they wouldn’t change the memory of this excursion for all the tea in China.”  


 


“You think you all will be going back to England soon then?”  Logan asked hesitantly.  


 


“As for me, son……..and Amelia, who is now my wife, of
course we may eventually return, but I believe I’ll stay at the ‘Triple-B’ for
awhile.  When we return in the spring, that is.  As for my niece, Olivia, well
I’m not sure, but I feel she just may decide that she has some sort of a future
here in this new land.”  Claude turned to give Logan a look, with one eyebrow
raised, questioningly.  


 


Logan flushed,
and was quiet a few moments, then quickly changed the subject, saying, “I’m
betting that the town of Comfort has grown some, and still would have a stage
line.  The last time I went through there, the place was so small, that if you
blinked, you’d ride on by without seeing it.  But there was, at that time,
always a pot of hot stew kept on the fire for any weary traveler, along with
feed for your horse and a bed for the night.  The old timer, who started the
place, was a right nice fella, jolly and friendly.  Wonder what happened to
him.”  Logan finished, and then was silent.  


 


“When we get there, we’ll be ready to stop, Logan.  From what the driver said, we’ll have snow any day now.”  Claude offered. 


 


Logan assured, “I
wouldn’t worry too much, Claude.  Yes, it’s a frosty wind, but I’ve seen it
like this before in this part of the country.  Sometimes we have a couple weeks
before bad weather really sets in.”  


 


“I’ve been in blizzards before, Logan, and I’m still
here, and going strong.  We’ll make it to your pa’s place, and have time to
spare.  Nothing could stop this from being the adventure of a lifetime.” 
Claude chuckled again. “Maybe we should continue this conversation another
day.  I believe we’ve lagged quite a ways behind the stage, and it seems they
are pulling into some sort of settlement, to change the team.”


 


“Right you are, Claude.  Hope they’re serving some hot
food too, up there ahead.”


 


Just then, they heard hoof beats far back on the
trail.  Looking back, they saw a small troop of soldiers, quite a ways in the
distance, but definitely trailing the stage.  Logan couldn’t make out who was
in the lead, but from the way the Lieutenant proudly sat his horse, he could
only guess who it was.  Logan scowled.  “Just what is that young pup up to?” 
He asked, as he continued scowling.  


 


Claude began chuckling softly to himself, then
murmured, “Now, this excursion is becoming more interesting by the moment.”  


 


Neither Logan nor Claude noticed the five riders, who
were riding down a distant hill, to pull up in a thick grove of trees, behind
the long weathered building of the stage stop.  


 


The frigid wind picked up, blowing hard against the
stagecoach, as it pulled to a screeching halt in front of the building.  Black
smoke poured from the stone chimney of the old building, and a young lad,
bundled up from head to toe, began unhitching the tired team.  The passengers
flung open the door of the stage, and began hurrying toward the building, and
the warmth inside.  


 


Logan and Claude rode
up to the hitching rail, dismounted, tied the reins with a slipknot, then joined
the passengers, as they went inside the building.  


 


Beef and beans, along with homemade biscuits, was the
menu for the day, and everyone jokingly agreed that it was a daily menu, take
it or leave it.  They took it.  


 


Seated on benches, at a long rough-hewn wooden table,
the travelers were halfway through their meal, when they were startled by the
door suddenly opening.  Five dirty unshaven and rough appearing men burst into
the way station, bringing with them an icy chill, and causing the fire in the
fireplace to crackle, sending sparks into the air.  


 


Standing behind the bar, the ruddy-complexioned proprietor
of the place, eyed the newcomers, and said, “Howdy, folks.  Passin’ through?” 
The change in his tone of voice, gave Logan pause to sit up and take notice.  


 


He watched, as did the others at the table, as the
older one of the group answered slowly, “We never been known to pass through
anywheres special, so you just clam up, an’ pour us some vittles.  Me an’ my
boys are hungry enough to eat a bear.  An’ don’t get any big ideas either.”


 


“What do you mean by that?”  The barkeep asked
hesitantly.  


 


The stranger didn’t answer, only motioned to the
younger ruffians, who at once began piling onto a couple of benches at another
table.  


 


“I’ll get your food, folks, an’ welcome.”  The proprietor
began grabbing dishes from shelves behind the counter, glancing over his
shoulder nervously, in the process.  


 


Logan looked over at
Olivia, and noticed she was looking down at her plate, eating slowly with a
slight flush to her cheeks.  Glancing back at the group at the other table, he
noticed a silly grin on the faces of the younger men.  They were all four
staring right at Olivia.  Logan felt a slow rage starting deep inside, as he
half raised from his seat, then caught himself.  With the womenfolks close by,
this wouldn’t be the proper time to start a ruckus.  He held in his anger, and
glanced over at Olivia’s uncle.


 


Seeing Claude’s expression, he knew he’d never seen
the older man with such a hardened look, his every nerve tensed, and poised as
a mountain lion ready to pounce.  Logan hadn’t paid much attention to the few remaining
travelers at the table, but now he did.  Several had previously left the stage,
at various stops along the way.  


 


Across the table from him sat the lanky cowhand, who
had at first been sleeping among the baggage atop the vehicle, but later had
wrapped himself around the rear seat, and had been sleeping most of the way
since.  He was staring at the strangers at the other table also.  No hesitancy
about this young cowhand.  He was poised and ready, and Logan had the feeling
this young cowboy would be the first to tackle all five ruffians singlehanded,
if necessary.  He was a young man with self control, and probably would never
begin any kind of a fracas, but would be the first to step in if needed.  He
reminded Logan of himself in his youth.  Logan spoke softly to Claude, low
enough that the others couldn’t make out what he was saying, “Claude, I don’t
think that bunch would start anything in here, but just in case, are you
ready?”


 


“I’m always ready, son.  Always.”  He chuckled softly,
then continued in a whisper, “I’ve fought tougher men than these, on the high
seas, and pirates as well.  These ruffians could be chewed up and swallowed
easily by the pirates that haunt the oceans, far and wide.  I’ve seen them all,
and would likely have handled all five of these chaps, in my younger days, and
had strength to spare.”  


 


After giving a soft laugh, Logan answered, “I don’t
believe they care much for the odds anyway, Claude.”  And he motioned towards
the young cowhand, then to the driver, and his shotgun partner, who were
sitting at a table in a far unlit corner of the room.  .   


 


There was an older white-haired rancher with the group
also, whom Logan had noticed, carried a bulging money belt, inside his heavy
coat, and strapped around his waist.  The rancher was hurriedly shoveling food
into his mouth, glancing about nervously in the process.  Logan felt the
rancher had probably sold a herd of cattle at the railhead in Dodge, and was
now on his way back to his home ranch, wherever that was. 


 


The only other member of the group was a tough looking
man, wearing a gray tailored, well-worn, suit.  This gent sat at the far end of
their table, a bit away from the others in the group, an unreadable expression
on his face.  He hadn’t been very friendly during the trip, though was quiet
and well-mannered, but Logan had seen the edges of a silver star pinned to the
man’s vest beneath his coat, and immediately taken him to be a U.S. Marshal. 
No nonsense about this fellow, and whatever mission he was on, he wasn’t about
to say. 


 


At the table where the ruffians were seated, the rough
older one of the group was admonishing the younger four with a demanding harsh
tone of voice, “Mind your manners, boys.  You wasn’t brung up to stare at
decent womenfolk. We come in here peaceful like…..to eat.  Remember what I told
you.”  


 


“Shore, pa.”  They mumbled, then began shoveling in
the food.


 


Not much was said from then on, but Logan and Claude
gave each other a look, that spoke louder than words, and at the same time they
noticed the others at their table were quietly finishing their meals, though
not missing a thing.  The proprietor behind the bar was overly busy wiping the
bar clean for the tenth time.


 


About a mile back, and off the trail, the small
Cavalry troop of ten soldiers, led by Lieutenant Harrigan, were seated around a
small blazing campfire, eating their small rations off tin plates.  Sergeant
O’Brien, the older trusted right-hand man of Colonel Winters, and whom Winters
had sent to watch over Harrigan, had joined up with the troop about ten miles
back down the trail and had given the young Lieutenant further orders from the
Colonel.  The Lieutenant hadn’t liked these orders.  With the arrival of the
sergeant, he’d hoped that he was being sent back to the Fort.  These new
instructions had ordered him to lead the troop all the way to Buffalo, then
return.  Harrigan had made it known that he was angry with the new orders, and
made sure O’Brien felt his anger.  


 


“I’m just a messenger, Lieutenant……..sir.”  O’Brien
had informed the young officer, “Furthermore, my orders are to stay with your
troop….all…..the…..way.”  He’d strung out the words.  O’Brien was a tough
experienced military man and knew the Colonel trusted him to see to the safety
of the passengers on the stagecoach, along with the safe return of the
Cavalry.  He intended to do just that, regardless of the young greenhorn
Lieutenant’s personal feelings.  


 


The sergeant walked over to the fire, and picked up
the blackened pot of steaming coffee, poured himself a cup, took a sip, then
sat on a boulder to enjoy his hot drink.  They still had a long ways to go, and
the weather was turning icy cold.  Well, the sergeant had been in worse.   As
he drank from the tin cup, he scanned the distance, and wondered if the young Lieutenant
had noticed the five riders come down from the hills a ways off.  They had
ridden in the direction of the way station, where the stagecoach had stopped to
change teams and probably for a quick lunch.  Lieutenant Harrigan had been
instructed by the Colonel to watch out for a group of strange riders in the
area, as there was possibility of an outlaw gang from the Midwest.  Sergeant
O’Brien sincerely doubted the young officer had his mind on any such thing.     


 


Back in the way station, the five men had finished
wolfing down their food, then demanded a bottle of whiskey for the trail. 
After grudgingly paying, they headed for the door.  The "boys" gave
one last leer in Olivia’s direction before shuffling out of the building.  The
wind was howling outside, with a definite frost to the air.


 


The proprietor took a deep breath, let it out slowly,
then approached the table, “You folks take care.  I don’t think you’ve seen the
last of that bunch.”  He warned. 


 


Claude answered, putting on his best British accent,
“I say, old chap, you really think those men may try to assault us on the
trail?”  Olivia almost choked on her tea that she’d just taken a swallow of.  'That
old rascal uncle of mine,' she thought.  'Like he’s ever been afraid of
anything in all his years.'


 


Logan chuckled.  “Well,
I for one am shaking in my boots.  How about the rest of you men?”  He asked,
looking first at the young cowboy, then at the older man with the star on his
vest, sitting at the end of the table, a Winchester close at hand.  Neither one
answered, though nodding, gave a slight grin.


 


The driver and his shotgun partner had walked up to
their table just then.  “Are you folks ready to roll?" asked the driver,
"I haven’t ketched me a coyote for awhile and weather’s turnin’ almost too
cold to tangle with one.” 


 


Logan said, “We
spotted a small troop of Calvary on our back trail, about a mile back.  Guess
that young newly commissioned Lieutenant can protect us from the ‘bad guys’.” 
Chuckling, they donned coats, hats, checked the loads in their guns, then
walked over to look out the small front window, first wiping off the steam
coating the window glass.  They couldn’t see where the five riders had gone,
but noted that the stage had been pulled up close by with a fresh team.  


 


“What do you think of that bunch, Logan?”  Claude
asked seriously.  


 


“No telling what they’re doing in this part of the
country, but they do have the appearance of a small gang of thieves, though not
the usual species from around here.”  Logan hesitated, then continued, “Most of
our outlaw gangs, here in the west, have certain codes they live by.  Believe
it or not, Claude, some are downright honorable men, and wouldn’t allow a bunch
like that into their hideouts.  Some are loners, quiet for the most part, and
keep to themselves, having sort of a mutual respect for one another, strange as
it may seem.  Ever hear of honor among thieves?”  


 


Claude chuckled, “Western chivalry? Yes, I have heard
of it.”    


 


Logan glanced over his
shoulder at the driver and his companion, and noted that the two were
conversing in low tones.  He could only guess the topic of their conversation. 



 


After thanking the proprietor for his hospitality, they
left the warmth of the Way Station to brave the frigid weather of the Wyoming plains.  With the ladies safely inside the coach, blankets tucked warmly around
them, Logan and Claude stepped into their saddles, choosing to ride outside the
coach again, as did the young cowhand who had saddled an extra horse, promising
to send it back after the first spring thaw.  


 


He’d said his name was Harry, and he rode for a cow
spread north of Buffalo.  He wore two six-guns that appeared to have settled a
few disagreements.  No further questions were asked of him.  The man with the
star on his vest now sat in the rear seat, appearing to be asleep.


 


Inside the coach, Olivia, turning to her Aunt Amelia, said,
“Those men back there certainly gave me the chills.”


 


“I know, Olivia dear.  At one point I feared our
friend, Logan, was about to smash their faces in, the way they were leering at
you.  If I hadn’t left my umbrella in the coach, I would have brained those
fresh young chaps.”  


 


“I’m glad you didn’t have it with you, Auntie dear.  I
don’t think they would have taken it lightly, as our friend Henry did.  I just
hope they don’t accost us on the trail.”  


 


“We’re well protected, dear.  Your uncle told me that Logan spotted a small troop of Calvary back a ways on the trail.  He thinks they may be
following us for protection in case of trouble.”  


 


“Well, if that fresh young Lieutenant is leading them,
let the Lord be with us.  Thankfully we can well depend on our own men for
protection.  I don’t believe that officer is qualified for anything more than
strutting around like a peacock.”  Olivia retorted. 


 


“You are probably right dear.”  Amelia laughed,
lightening the moment, then offered, “However, I did note some rather rough
appearing men at the fort.  I only hope he has some of them with him.  Besides
there is still the danger of an Indian attack.  Mercy, what has that uncle of
yours gotten us into?” 


 


“Auntie dear, you willingly sailed to this wonderful
country, then married my uncle.  So don’t complain to me.”  Olivia retorted, as
she pulled a book of poetry from her carpetbag, then glanced out the frosty
window to note the tall figures of Logan and her uncle riding next to the
stage.  She sighed deeply, then began reading.


 


Amelia was still chattering, “Well, if I’d listened to
my own instincts, I would have stayed safely at the Manor.”  


 


“Sure you would have, dear, with uncle and me over
here missing you terribly.  Of course, and pigs fly too.”  Olivia put her
attention to reading poetry, though her thoughts were with the tall rider on
the sturdy roan gelding.  


 


Logan grinned and
waved a gloved hand at Olivia when he saw her take a quick peek through the
steamed window glass.  She quickly looked away.  He then rode up to the front
of the stage, and spoke to the driver, “Morgan, have you had any trouble lately
going through that pass up ahead?”  


 


“Not for a couple years, Logan.  But I been thinkin’
that bunch back there at the stage stop ain’t from these parts, so they just
might feel lucky.”  He chuckled, “There’s only five of ‘em, unless they have a
few more waitin’ in them hills, but it don’t seem likely in this weather,……you
never know though.  We sure ain’t carryin’ no gold, nor payroll for the mines. 
Hell, no matter, five ain’t much more’n a handful of ants.  We can scatter that
bunch in no time at all. Could be they spotted the money belt that rancher
inside the stage is carryin’.  He come all the way from the railhead up at
Dodge, an’ they could have tailed ‘im from there, maybe waitin’ ‘til we get to
a sparsely populated area.  I’m thinkin’, like you, the pass up ahead.” 


 


Logan nodded,
“Exactly.  If they plan to try anything at all, it would be at the pass.  Well,
we’ll keep our eyes open.  Take care, old timer.”  Logan slowed down for Claude
to catch up to him, then the two of them began scanning the low hills off in
the distance.  Texas Jake Morgan slowed the team to a trot, saving the horses’
energy for a possible run through the narrow opening of the rocky pass up
ahead. 


 


A few minutes later, they were about to enter the pass
and the team was picking up speed, as the report of a rifle shot sounded from
high up on a rocky ledge overlooking the pass, then echoing off the cliffs. 
The bullet whizzed past the head of the shotgun rider, Danny Longtree, who then
fiercely grabbed his rifle, and began firing away towards the spot where the
single shot had been fired from.  


 


Texas Jake, crouching down, held tight to the reins,
then whipped the team into action as they raced down the trail, then into the
narrow pass.  


 


Inside the coach Olivia gasped with shock, and Amelia
swore a very unladylike oath.  The older rancher’s face turned white as his
hair, while the man in the rear seat, who wore the badge, laid his rifle on the
seat next to him and methodically drew a six-gun from its holster.


 


Outside, racing against the harsh cold wind and
lightly falling snow, the cowhand, Harry, let out a wild whoop, then began
firing at the five horsemen, who now were running down from the foothills
toward the stage as it entered the pass. 


 


Clumps of wet soil flew from the hooves of the horses and
the iron wheels of the stage, as the cold wind began to blow harder, turning
snow flurries into a fine layer of sleet, covering the bags atop the coach. 
There’d been a small tarp covering some of the baggage, but the strong wind had
blown it off, and the tarp was now hanging down the left side of the stage,
covering the window and blocking the view from the inside.  


 


The approaching outlaw gang had gained distance and
were now coming near the left rear of the coach, firing in the direction of the
driver and his companion atop the bench on the front of the stage, while Logan
and Harry, riding along the right of the vehicle, had slowed to return several
rounds of fire.  


 


Claude rode along next to the right window, and called
to the women, “Keep your heads down.”  He shouted.  Then the very distinguished
Lord Claude Beckford slowed to make his seventeen-shot Winchester rifle spit
fire.  This was nothing like his duck shooting expos back in England, there the quarry hadn’t been shooting back.  Through the excitement, Claude thought to
himself, “Just like the old days of fighting pirates on the ‘high seas’.”  He
grinned to himself, as he let off another round towards the outlaw horsemen.  


 


With the tarp covering most of the left front window,
Olivia and Amelia couldn’t very well make out what was happening and both
feared for their men outside, though each had faith in them at the same time. 
The snow was thickening over the other windows, making visibility almost
impossible from the inside of the coach, though from the rear seat, the armed
lawman was managing well, making use of his artillery and shooting through the now
open rear window with both six-guns.    


 


The outlaws, inexperienced in the rugged ways of the
west, fresh from the Midwest, and formerly east coast, were quickly losing the
battle, and as the firing was over within minutes, it was almost laughable.  Three
of the gang members slowed to ride around a large boulder, then attempt to
climb the rocky cliff.  Longtree had winged two of the outlaws, putting them on
the wet ground, and out of the running. The team had pulled the stage halfway
through the narrow pass, and when they came to a flat open space between two
cliffs, Morgan pulled the winded team to a halt.  He’d been grazed on the left
shoulder, though not bad enough to slow down the tough old-timer.  


 


Logan and Harry raced their horses after the three
retreating outlaws, and at the same time uncoiled ropes from their saddles.  The
two then swung lassos to drop around two of the three horsemen, pulling them
off their horses, onto the rocky ground, as the third slowed, and raised his
right hand in surrender, while holding onto the reins with his left.  


 


Then Logan and Harry pulled their mounts to an abrupt
halt, while tightening the ropes around the two struggling outlaws on the
ground, quickly finishing hog-tying the two, then turned their attention to the
older remaining outlaw, who had surrendered, however, Lord Beckford had that
one under control, at the tip of his rifle.  


 


Logan loudly informed
one and all of the, now glaring, gang members that they needed to take a course
on how to shoot straight from the back of a running horse.  Obviously, most of
their previous crimes had been done on the ground, and not from the back of a
horse, as they surely were not experienced in that practice.  Their aims left a
lot to be desired. While the captured outlaws glared, the two injured ones on
the ground had pulled themselves up to a sitting position and were now loudly
cursing.  Logan and Claude both warned them about the pitfalls of cursing where
there were ladies present.  


 


One mile back on the trail, Sergeant O’Brien had been in
a heated discussion with Lieutenant Harrigan.  He now touched his heels to the
sides of his horse, putting the pinto into action, then loudly yelled back at
the officer, “We’ve waited too long as it is……sir!  I’m headin’ out.  The rest
of you can suit yourselves.”  With that statement flung back, he raced the pinto
down the trail to the opening of the pass, ahead of the troop of soldiers, who
were now looking in the direction of the Lieutenant for their orders.  That
officer was busy grumbling about the weather, but angrily waved the troop to
follow the sergeant.  The snow continued to cover the ground with a thin layer
of white.


 


Logan almost laughed
out loud, and Claude shook his head, at the sound of a bugle off in the
distance.  Just then Sergeant O’Brien rode up behind the stage while turning
the air blue with his cursing.  He came to a halt, then quickly dropped to the
ground.  


 


“That damn young Lieutenant ain’t worth the powder
it’d take to blow ‘im to hell.”  He shouted, as he surveyed the situation, then
said in a calmer tone of voice, “I see you folks have things under control and
have a couple of roped coyotes to boot.”  He nodded, then began shaking hands
all around, offering, “Damned if I didn’t miss all the fun.  The Colonel gave
orders for us to watch for that gang, but our young officer had his mind on
other matters.  Well, we’ll at least take the prisoners off your hands an’ haul
‘em back to the fort.  They’re wanted, you know.”  He finished lamely. 


 


Olivia and Amelia had stayed inside the coach, as did
the worried rancher.  Just as the rest of the cavalry rode up with the young
Lieutenant, shoulders straight, proudly in the lead, the lawman, who wore the
U.S. Marshal’s badge, stepped down from the stage and began crunching booted
tracks into the thin layer of snow, as he walked slowly toward the group of
men, who now had all five of the outlaw gang tied up and were discussing the
situation at hand. 


 


Lieutenant Harrigan began speaking with his best voice
of authority, “My men and I will take charge of the prisoners.  You men are
dismissed.”  He waved a hand towards the group of men, including Logan and Lord
Beckford.  


 


Logan, his anger
rising, was the first to speak, “Harrigan, we are not under your authority to
dismiss or not dismiss.  We were having a private conversation here, on whether
or not to turn our prisoners over to you.  We’ll let you know what we decide.” 
He turned back to the others.  


 


“You disrespectful scoundrel.  You will from now on
address me as ‘Lieutenant Harrigan’.”  The Lieutenant ordered, and when Logan ignored the taunt, Harrigan turned to the waiting soldiers and gave them an order,
“You men gather up the outlaws’ horses.  We will return to fort Laramie, with our prisoners.”  


 


The old-timer, Texas Jake Morgan, stepped in, “Sorry,
sonny,” he began, “these men are our prisoners. You have no authority over us,
and this is a local matter here in Johnson County.  We took ‘em, an’ we keep
‘em, to turn over to local authorities up the road a piece.”   He was deliberately
pushing the young Lieutenant to see how he could handle a situation like this,
and he looked him up and down with scorn in his eyes.  


 


“Now see here,” Harrigan began, but he was interrupted
by another voice, and this was definitely a voice of authority, not to be
denied.  The quiet man wearing the star on his vest had spoken.  “Wrong on both
counts, gentlemen.”  He began, “With all due respect to you, Mr. Morgan, I do
believe that I have put enough of a two-bit piece into this fight, and being as
I have tailed this gang all the way from Dodge city, Kansas, I believe these
outlaws belong to the United States government.  I just happen to be a U. S. Marshal.  Name’s Bill Holbrook, and I represent the government in this matter.” 


 


Harrigan began to sputter, but the U. S. Marshal lifted a hand to hush him, and the Marshal continued talking, “These men are wanted
for train robbery, which is a federal offense, and for bank robbery in Dodge,
as well as a few other locations.  When I spotted them outside of Ft. Laramie, I figured they’d follow the stage.  They had seen that rancher carrying a
large sum of money, after selling a herd in Dodge, so I took a chance and
bought a ticket on the stage.”  


 


He gave a chuckle here.  “I didn’t figure on so much
help in capturing the thieves.”  He turned to the other men in the group, “The
Colonel and I figured we might need help from the cavalry.”  He glanced in the
Lieutenant’s direction.  “Though how much help we’d get depends on who is
leading the troops.”  His deep voice dripped with sarcasm as he pulled a cigar
from his vest picket, bit off the end, and struck a match to light it. 


 


Lieutenant Harrigan pulled himself up straight.  “My
troop will accompany you to Fort Laramie, Marshal and, upon arrival, we will
decide who is to take charge of the prisoners.  Then be assured, I will
volunteer to deliver them to the Fort Dodge officials.”  


 


“That is a most reassuring statement, Lieutenant
Harrigan, but I guess you didn’t hear me right.”  Marshal Holbrook stated
matter-of-factly, as if talking to a child.  “I was told by Colonel Winters
that you were to lead your small troop all the way to Buffalo, making sure the
stage reached that location safely, in case of an Indian raid.  Do you not
intend to follow orders….....sir?  There have been rumors of renegades in the
immediate area, and I do know that you were told of that fact.”  


 


“I believe this present situation calls for me to use
my own judgment, in any case.”  The Lieutenant sputtered.  


 


Sergeant O’Brien, who had been standing a ways behind
the others, spoke up now, “Lieutenant……sir.  The Colonel gave me written orders
that I was to report to him as soon as anything happened on the trail, also to
remind you, sir, to stay on the trail……..all the way to Buffalo.  He made that
order clear.  So being as I am heading back to the fort anyhow, and you are
going all the way to Buffalo, I will accompany the Marshal back to Fort
Laramie, and you can believe those prisoners will be well taken care of.  Being
as you had no part in the capture, I don’t believe it would be wise for you to
show your face back at the fort at this time anyhow.”  With that the Sergeant
walked back to his horse, climbed aboard, then sat waiting.  


 


Logan grinned, Claude
chuckled, and the others turned to go back to the stage.  Without a backward
glance, the Lieutenant motioned to his men, threw a dark look in the sergeant’s
direction, and mounted his horse, then digging spurs into the sides, raced
northward up the narrow pass with his men following.  Each soldier trying his
best to avoid smiling. 


 


Cold wind continued to blow, but the snow flurries had
diminished somewhat, leaving a distinct damp chill to the air, as Logan,
Claude, and Harry tied their horses to the back of the stage, planning to ride
inside the coach for a few miles.  Morgan and Longtree had assisted in getting
the prisoners mounted on horseback, then bade farewell to Sergeant O’Brien and Marshal
Holbrook, who immediately rode in the direction of Fort Laramie, with lead
ropes attached to the prisoners’ horses.  They planned to stay at the fort
overnight.  Holbrook had been assured by Sergeant O’Brien that he would request
enough leave to accompany Holbrook back to Fort Dodge with the prisoners.  


 


<><><> 


 


Longtree was busily tucking the loose tarp back around
the damp luggage atop the stage while Morgan assured Logan and Claude, “Should
be at the town of Comfort by suppertime, won’t be none too soon either, these
old bones can use a rest.  We should make good time, once we get out of this pass
that is unless we run into another gang of would-be dangerous men.”  He
chuckled at his own humor, then he added, “In the mornin’, Longtree an’ I’ll be
runnin’ this stage on to Buffalo, where we have lodgings for the winter
months.  We’ll park the stage at the stable, then head back down the trail with
the spring thaw.  Harry will ride on with us, as he works for a spread outside Buffalo.”


 


As Texas Jake Morgan walked to the front of the
vehicle, he added, “Oh, an’ I feel the really bad weather will hold off for a
while, least ‘til you folks get up to your pa’s ranch out of Freeman.  Wish you
all lots of luck.”  With that he and Danny Longtree climbed up to the bench on
the front of the stage.  


 


Once inside the coach, Logan and Claude settled on the
seat facing the ladies, as the cowboy, Harry, proceeded to stretch his long
lanky form across the rear seat, glad to be riding inside now, and out of the
cold wind.  Harry was a nice young ranch hand, and Claude had taken to him
immediately, offering him a job riding for the ‘Triple-B’.  He could leave in
the spring, as the winters were harsh in northern Wyoming.  Harry liked the Englishman,
and the thought of returning to Texas, where he was from, appealed to him. 
He’d told Claude he’d head on down Texas way when the weather permitted.  


 


<><><> 


 


Olivia had tried her best to hide the worry and fear
in her eyes from her Uncle Claude, though he assured her that the ruffians had
not been all that hard to subdue.  His blue eyes had twinkled as he noticed his
Amelia still absentmindedly clutching the handle of her trusty umbrella, her
knuckles white.  


 


“Young man.”  Amelia suddenly spoke to Logan, “Would you mind changing seats with me?  I’d like to sit next to my husband.  There
are a few things I’d like to say to him.”  Of course that would put Logan next to Olivia also.  


 


Crouching down, Logan assisted Amelia to his seat,
then he landed hard on the opposite seat, as the stagecoach rattled and bounced
over the rough trail.  


 


Amelia started in on her husband, “The very idea, at
your age, acting like some wild youngster, out there shooting up a storm.  Just
where is your dignity?  You old fool!”


 


Claude smiled down at his feisty wife, with adoration
in his blue eyes, and put an arm around her.  Amelia tossed her umbrella onto
the floor, saying, “Well, I suppose I won’t be needing that now.  I didn’t know
whether to come out there and use it on those road agents, or you.”  She
settled her head on his shoulder, and closed her eyes.  


 


Logan looked down at
Olivia, “How about you, ma’am?  Are you alright?”  He asked softly.  


 


She answered briskly, her sky-blue eyes sparking fire,
“Ma’am, is it?  You still don’t know my name, Mr. Wakefield?  And yes, I am
fine.  I was only in here calmly sleeping, all the while you men were out there
trying your best to get yourselves killed.  Why wouldn’t I be alright?”  


 


He grinned down at her, then asked, “Oh, you were
worried about me?” 


 


“Now just why would I be worried about you?”  She
looked away, staring out the window, then continued, “I was worried about my
uncle.  I wouldn’t want to become an orphan once more.  And you, sir, are an
egotistical lout, out there shooting at those men.  You might have killed one
or more of them.”


 


“Oh, you were worried about those nice gentle
outlaws?  The same ones who were leering at you back there at the Way
Station?”  


 


“I don’t want to see anyone killed.”  


 


“Not even me?”  


 


“Mr. Wakefield, I am a civilized person, and do not
believe in violence.”  She continued staring out the window, as the countryside
rolled by.  


 


Logan wouldn’t be
stopped, “What about your Uncle Claude?  Just what do you think he was doing
out there, in the snowstorm?  Enjoying the weather?”  He asked.  


 


“My uncle was only protecting us.  That’s different. 
You, on the other hand, were showing off, and being a bully.”  


 


“Our friend, Harry?”  Logan was baiting her, and she
knew it.  


 


“That young cowboy was……..well…..he was helping my
uncle.”  Olivia’s voice wavered, and she didn’t dare look at Logan now.  He
would see the fear, and lonely tears slipping from her eyes.  Oh, if he wasn’t
so appealingly ornery.  She always felt like slapping him soundly, when he
teased her like this.  


 


Why couldn’t she control these emotional outbursts? 
When she reacted like this, he only enjoyed it all the more anyway.  She had
promised herself time and time again, that she wouldn’t react in this manner,
and here she was repeating herself.  


 


“Would you like comforting, Olivia?”  He leaned over,
and whispered in her ear.  “I could put my arm around you.”  


 


Forgetting her tears, her head whipped around, and she
gritted her teeth, as she hissed, “Don’t…….you…….dare!”  


 


Seeing those beautiful soft blue eyes, with the tears
streaming down her lovely face, Logan softened, and reaching over, he put a
strong arm around her shoulders.  No matter how hard she struggled to pull
away, he held on tight.  


 


Finally Olivia heaved a deep sigh, and stopped
struggling.  Tired now, she relaxed, then let her head fall back onto his
strong muscular shoulder.  Closing her eyes, she said not a word.  Her Uncle Claude
and Amelia both had their eyes closed, and no one noticed them trying their
best to hold in the laughter.  


 


<><><> 


 


The small settlement of Comfort, Wyoming which, in the
past, had been named ‘Devil’s Rest’, had grown much more than Logan had
expected.  It was late afternoon when the weary team of horses pulled the stage
to a screeching halt in front of the long building that served as a combination
Trading Post and Way Station.  


 


The first thing they saw was the cavalry’s horses tied
to the hitching rail.  The soldiers were obviously inside the trading post, some
enjoying a hot meal.  Lieutenant Harrigan definitely would have been of no great
assistance had there been an attack on the stage by Indian renegades, but if
they could see him now, deep in the throes of intoxication inside the saloon
area of the Post, they would more than believe that fact.     


 


The wind had finally stopped blowing, but the chill in
the air was pronounced, as the travelers alit one by one from the vehicle.  Claude
assisting his wife, then arm in arm they walked toward the long building.  Logan
lifted Olivia down, and once on the ground she whispered a ‘Thank you’, then
attempted to walk away, but Logan had other ideas, and he took Olivia in his
arms, gazed down into her eyes, and said, “You know Olivia, that in the morning
we’ll be going on to Freeman, the town near my folk’s ranch.  


 


She nodded, then he continued, “From Freeman I’ll hire
a wagon, or a buggy, to take us out to the ranch.  We’ll be there in no time at
all.  However, we’ll likely be snowed in for the next three months, at least.”


 


“Yes, I remember you telling us that, Logan.”  She answered, gazing up into eyes the color of a stormy sea. 


 


He continued, “I like you a lot, Olivia.”  


 


“Oh? You like me?”  She asked.  Coming from Logan, it was a puzzling statement.  


 


“Well, no…..that’s not what I meant.”  He kept staring
at her, hesitating to say more.  


 


“Oh?”  Now angered, she tried to pull away.  “You
don’t like me?  Then let me go.”  


 


“No.”  He sputtered, holding her tighter.  “No, that’s
not what I mean……what I meant to say is, it’s more…..I more than like you.”  


 


Olivia jerked out of his arms, put both hands on her
hips, and standing there in the freezing cold late afternoon, oblivious to the
fact that they were attracting attention, even from Amelia and Claude who had
stopped walking and turned to watch, she even shocked herself, as she just
blurted out, wishing all the while that it wasn’t really her own voice she was
hearing. “Logan Wakefield, if you don’t quit sputtering, and get down to the
business of proposing, I’ll never speak………”


 


Logan grinned.  Taking
her once again into his arms, he said teasingly, “I never thought you’d ask.”  


 


Wrong answer.  As he leaned to kiss her, Olivia let
loose and slapped him soundly.  


 


“Now what did I say wrong?”  He asked, bewildered, holding
his cheek, as she stomped across the hard packed snow toward the Trading Post. 



 


As Claude and his wife followed, Amelia snickered, “When
does it end?”  She breathed. 


 


Claude chuckled, “Theirs, no doubt, will be a stormy
marriage, though the spark of anger she shows only conceals the fires that burn
deep within her very soul.  I’m of the conclusion that Logan chap enjoys
watching the flames spark from Olivia.” 


 


Amelia scolded, “Such an old fool you are, my love,
and so full of sentiment, while your niece wastes away, yearning for affection
and romance, from a cowboy whose dictionary is so limited in the words of
love.  That Logan Wakefield needs to take care.  Our Olivia may get weary of
the games he plays, and take up with the first young cowboy who knows how to
speak proper words of love.  Maybe even that fresh young Lieutenant.”  


 


“Hardly likely, my dear.”  Mused her husband, “Not
from the way I’ve caught my niece stealing glances in the direction of Logan.  Give the lass a little time.”  


 


Amelia scolded, “Ha!  Yes, her twenty-sixth birthday
is just around the corner.  How much more time does that girl need, before she
becomes a dedicated ‘Old Maid’?”  


 


“Olivia could easily pass for a youngster of sixteen,
my pet.”  


 


“Ten years from now, will you still be saying that?”


 


As they began walking toward the entrance of the
building, they noticed an Indian coming from the direction of the stable, and
Amelia gasped, “Mercy, now we have a savage Indian in our midst.”  


 


“I don’t believe the chap looks all that savage, my
dear.”  Claude offered, taking his wife’s arm.  While the Indian began
unhitching the team, another climbed up to remove the luggage from atop the
stage.  Amelia clutched her coat tighter around her, while Claude succeeded in
ushering her to the door, finally getting her out of the cold weather. 






[bookmark: _Toc356213234]CHAPTER 23


 


It was warm inside the Trading Post, and as Olivia
hurriedly stepped inside, she noted two large stone fireplaces, one on each end
of the long room, and loaded with blazing logs.  The beef stew, bubbling in an
oversized kettle on an iron stove, put out the most appealing aroma.  


 


As she walked towards the long table, where the stage
driver and his companion were seated, she didn’t notice the cavalry officer
pushing through the bat-wing doors leading into the saloon area, nor the way
his eyes lit up upon seeing her, nor the way he staggered quickly to approach
her, not until it was too late, and he was blocking her way.  Lieutenant
Harrigan stood so close at that point, that it was all Olivia could do to try
and walk around him.  He put a hand firmly on her upper arm, detaining her,
then slurring his words, he said, “Pretty lady come sit with me.  There’s a
table for two over by the fireplace.  There we can get better acquainted, just
the two of us.”  


 


Olivia could tell the officer had been drinking
heavily, and was unsteady on his feet, and she froze on the spot, not knowing
how to handle the situation, without creating a scene.  She’d already done
enough of that for one day.  She took a deep breath, then said quietly,
“Lieutenant, please let go of my arm immediately.”  


 


He would not be deterred, feeling in his drunken
state, that she was by herself for the moment.  He slurred, “Don’t be coy with
me, sweetheart.  Let’s go over there by the fire, and get better acquainted.” 
He followed the request with a deep laugh, not knowing that Olivia’s uncle was
quickly approaching the officer from behind, that is not until he felt a strong
hand grip the back of his collar, and jerk him around forcibly.  


 


“Unhand my niece at once, young man!”  Lord Beckford
hissed.  As the Lieutenant let go quickly of Olivia’s arm, he stumbled, and it
was all he could do to keep his balance.  


 


Claude noticing at once that the officer had been
drinking heavily, felt that he would have not acted so ungentlemanly, had he
been sober.  But with his anger up, it was all Claude could do not to strike
the man.  He settled for a very blunt threat, “If I so much as see you within
one-hundred yards of my niece again, soldier or not, I will blast you all the
way back to the nearest fort, then have you court martialed.  And believe me; I
can have that done in no time at all.  


 


Olivia backed away, now completely embarrassed by the
whole situation.  None had seen Logan enter the room, nor his approach.  His
eyes blazed a green fire, as he shoved his way to the drunken officer to
confront him, then hissed, “Your condition is no excuse, Harrigan, and as for
me, I’m not going to let you get by with insulting a decent woman.  In these
parts, men have been hung for less, but for now maybe this will do.  Without
warning, and before the officer could get out the sarcasm he was trying to
mouth, Logan’s hard fist doubled up, then shot forward, as it smashed into the
handsome young Lieutenant’s face, sending him flying backward.  The officer lit
hard, then slid across the polished wood floor, for about fifteen feet to end
at the small table near the fireplace, upending it, along with two chairs as
well.  


 


Loud applause echoed in the room and Olivia, embarrassed
and red-faced to the roots of her blonde hair and near to tears as well, glared
in Logan’s direction, then turned to sit at the end of the table where the
other travelers had been served large portions of hot stew, homemade biscuits,
and hot coffee.  Lord Beckford stood staring at Logan, with a new respect in
his eyes, and Amelia was speechless for a change, while the sobering Lieutenant
was slowly picking himself up from the hard floor.  


 


Two soldiers from the Cavalry unit had entered the
room, and, seeing what had happened, began righting the table and chairs, all
the time trying not to snicker at the position of their superior officer, but
it was a losing battle, and they both broke up into bursts of laughter, though one
of the two, a Corporal, said between laughter, “Could I be of assistance,
sir?”  Harrigan, now fuming with anger, and sobering quickly, suddenly realized
just what had happened, and viciously shoved the Corporal out of the way, as he
shouted across the room in Logan’s direction, “You ruffian!  I’ll have you shot
for assaulting an officer of the United States army!” 


 


Logan answered,
“You’ll need lots of help, sonny.”  As he started to walk across the room,
staring right at the Lieutenant, who backed up, then with a quick turn,
staggered towards the doorway leading to the outside.  But Claude had followed Logan, and put a gentle hand on his arm, saying, “Enough, son.  Hopefully the young man
has learned a hard lesson; maybe the cold air will sober him.”  


 


Silas Comfort, who had been sitting at a table off in
the corner of the room, playing checkers with his hired hand, Carlos, now
stood, and approached the two men, reaching out a hand to Logan, saying, “Since
that officer came in a few hours ago, we’ve all been wishing we could do just
what you did.  That arrogant peacock’s been nothin’ but trouble.  Thanks,
pard.  My name’s Silas Comfort an’ I am the proprietor of this place.  Always
try to keep the peace, an’ when the army comes in, we try to get along.  Don’t
want trouble with ‘em, but anyway, thanks again.”  After introductions were
made, and after shaking hands with Logan and Lord Beckford, he walked away
laughing to himself.  


 


<><><> 


 


Olivia, seated at the end of the long table, still
shocked at what Logan had done and wondering why he had hit the young officer,
began sipping the strong black coffee from the mug that had been filled for her
as soon as she’d sat down.  She preferred tea, but at this point, any hot brew
was welcome.  


 


Logan, approaching the
table, took a seat at the end of the bench, nearest Olivia.  She stared at him,
still in shock, as she sipped the hot coffee.  He reached for the pot, then
poured himself a mug full.


 


This was a different Logan, from the easy-going
teasing cowboy she’d known.  This was a hard, serious stern man, whom she’d
only caught glimpses of in the past, and then even when he was helping take
back her uncle’s ranch, he hadn’t been like this.


 


Olivia didn’t know this Logan at all.  She looked away
and began to busy herself with dishing up a small portion of stew from the
large serving bowl setting in the center of the table.  She tried not to
listen, as Logan began talking to her, at least she felt he was looking in her
direction, as he talked in a serious deep tone of voice, “Olivia, I would like
to talk………”  


 


She quickly cut him off, glaring at him, “You dare
speak to me, after that crude display of temper?  You......you….Neanderthal!” 
Slamming the serving spoon into the bowl, she picked up her fork, though she
had suddenly lost her appetite, and began to eat.


 


Keeping his anger in check, Logan persisted, as the
other diners at the table watched in fascination, “At one end of the room, I
was thanked for taking down an egotistical womanizer, then at this end, I am
cussed for protecting a lady’s honor.  You, Olivia, are an ungrateful, spoiled
little…….or do you actually enjoy being accosted by a drunken cavalry
officer?”  He finished lamely.  


 


“How….dare….you?”  She fumed.


 


Regaining his nerve, Logan assured, “Oh, I do dare.  Someone
has to look out for you, with the trail of simpering idiots you leave behind.  What
you need, young lady, is a husband.  Yes, that is just what you need.”  He
stated firmly.  


 


“Oh, talk about egotistical.  You lout.  I wouldn’t
marry you…..if you….were……the last….man on…..Why, I don’t even like you, Mr.
Wakefield.”  Her voice was rising now, as she went on with her tirade, “Maybe
some women like the cave-man type….but I….”


 


“All right, Olivia, let’s stop playing games.  We’ll
do it your way.”  He then looked down the table in the direction of Olivia’s
uncle.  “Sir, I would like your permission to ask for your niece’s hand in
marriage.”  He asked bluntly.  


 


Claude Beckford tried to hide a grin, as he answered
in all seriousness, “Of course, Logan, you have my permission, and good luck to
you.”  Olivia glared in her uncle’s direction, astonished at his calm
acceptance of the request.  


 


Turning back to her, Logan said, “What I meant to say
in the first place is, well…I’ll only ask once, and if you say ‘no’, that will
be final.  I won’t push, nor ask again.”  


 


“Wha…….what?”  She whispered.  


 


“I never asked before,” Logan began, “because I felt
we were worlds apart, but the way things are going, now since I’ve given it
more thought, maybe we shouldn’t ruin two households with our contrary ways.” 
He chuckled, then taking a deep breath before his courage left him, took her hand
in his, “I repeat, I’ll ask only once.” He began, “Olivia, love of my life, and
there’ll never be another, will you….will you….be my wife?”


 


Serious green eyes met startled blue ones, as he
awaited her answer, then Olivia, tilting her chin up, began, “I told you, Logan Wakefield…...I……I……”  Then meekly, looking down, “Y….Yes……I….I…..Alright.”


 


“Alright what, Olivia?”  He persisted.  


 


“Alright……I….will….marry you, Logan.”  Then as she
blinked back the tears that threatened, she quietly added, “I thought you’d
never ask.”  


 


Logan reached over, to
gently wipe away a tear from the corner of her eye, and said softly.  “You’ll
never be sorry, Olivia.  Once we are married, I’ll never let you go, and I’ll
always be faithful.” 


 


“I know that now, Logan.  I was never sure you really…well,
cared. I guess….I just….had to know.”  She whispered, suddenly thinking, for no
reason whatsoever, of the dried rose petals, which she had pressed so carefully
into her favorite book of poetry, so many months ago.    


 


Logan grinned, “Sorry
about my temper, but the thought of another man even looking at you……I suppose
I should learn to control that spark of jealousy, huh?”  The Logan, she had
learned to love dearly, was back, and she smiled.   


 


As Lord Beckford and his wife secretly rejoiced, the
other travelers at the table became busy with their dinner, giving Olivia and
Logan the privacy they had earned.


 


<><><> 


 


It was a rugged country, rugged in its magnificence. 
The skyline to the north spoke of a forest rich with blue spruce, and ponderosa
pine; in the lower foothills, grew the tall lodgepole pine, which were used in
abundance for the building of cabins.  As the northbound stage out of Comfort
passed a grove of Aspen, Olivia caught her breath, and clutched Logan’s hand all the tighter, watching a white-tailed deer dart from among the trees, then
gracefully leap upwards toward the denser forest.  On their right, a glistening
waterfall fell from a cliff, to the boulders of a small stream below, while a
flurry of snowflakes threatened to freeze the water, as it fell.  


 


Cold and brisk as the weather was, Olivia loved the
scene unfolding.  As the struggling team pulled the stage closer to the town of
  Logan’s childhood, he held an arm around Olivia’s shoulders, grinning in
anticipation.  He could smell the scent of pine on the cold wind beckoning him
home, and with longing and homesickness, he breathed deeply of the essence.  


 


As the stage rolled on, Amelia slept with her head on
her husband’s shoulder, while Olivia was wide awake, still enchanted by her
sudden engagement to Logan, and at the same time, entranced by the changing
scenery.  A softly falling snow was gracefully clothing the countryside in a
white veil, and the few misplaced pines along the trail, seemed to take on a majestic
crown of white.  


 


Freeman, Wyoming, with its weather-beaten clapboard buildings, some false fronted, lay in a serene
valley, with the skyline of the Black Hills, off to the far northeast.  The
trail leading into the small settlement was narrow, though widened as the town
came into view, through the veil of swirling snowflakes.  Freeman hadn’t grown
much in the years Logan had been away, but it looked good to him none-the-less,
as he stepped down from the stage, his boots crunching the newly fallen snow,
then he turned to assist Olivia from the stage, Claude following with Amelia.


 


Logan swallowed back the emotion that threatened to
overtake him, as he first scanned the quiet street, then as Olivia held onto
his arm, and gazed up at his anxious expression, he searched the faces of the
small crowd, which had braved the freezing cold and falling snow, to welcome
possibly the last stage from Comfort, before the coming blizzard closed the
passes, cutting off all travel until spring.  


 


Seth Wakefield, tall, slim, bent, and white-haired,
pulled his battered black Stetson down lower, while hugging his heavy coat
tighter around him, as he squinted, then blinked through the haze of snow
flurries, and over the heads of shorter folks standing in front of him.  He’d
been driving the rig from the ranch, to Freeman every day for the last week,
watching the stage from Comfort roll in, then roll out.


 


He knew this might be the last run for the season.  The
blizzard that had been threatening was due any day now, and from the feel of
the icy wind, it would be soon.  Once again he watched as the few passengers
alit, an older rancher, whom Seth knew, returning from a late cattle drive to
the railhead in Kansas, then…….Who was the tall muscular, dark-haired,
green-eyed, handsome young man?  Their eyes met, and Seth Wakefield wiped a sudden
tear from his eyes.  He knew at that moment, there could be no mistake.  His
son had finally come home.  Cassandra, Logan’s mother, would be pleased.  


 


<><><> 


 


Lord Beckford led his wife into the small Western
Union office across the road from the stage stop, leaving Logan, Olivia, and Logan’s father to their privacy for the moment.  Claude and his wife were anxious to meet Logan’s parents, but they would have all winter to get acquainted, and now Claude wanted
to see if any telegrams were awaiting their arrival and he was not
disappointed.  Seth Wakefield had made sure the wires were safely kept for his
guests. 


 


Two messages were from Garth, and a long wire from
Ricardo at the Triple-B.  One missive was especially addressed to Olivia, this
one from Maria.  Claude knew his niece would be ecstatic to hear from her dear friend,
as she had missed her terribly.  


 


The first wire from Garth, asked rather bluntly if
Olivia, “had married that ‘cowboy’ yet, or is she still playing hard to get?” 
The missive from Ricardo was short and to the point, stating briefly as
possible, that the ranch was being run smoothly.  Chester Burns had proven to
be a capable foreman, and had been telling many colorful stories about the late
Sam Beckford, the original owner, but that he would have to wait until he
returned in the spring to hear those tales.  


 


Ricardo also briefly stated that the cook, Hank
Chavez, was sweet on Consuelo, who had returned to the ‘Triple-B’, as
housekeeper again.  Trudy Perkins and Cougar Olson had married, and Olson was
now running the Perkins’ ranch, making many improvements on the place.  Also Sheriff
Denton had wed Lulu Haskell, though she was still helping out, now and again,
at her sister’s Mercantile.  While rather enjoying her new status as wife of
the Sheriff, she was also proving to be a good helpmate to him, and a loyal
citizen.  .  


 


Last, but not least, in Ricardo’s wire.  “My Maria,
she is gaining beauty, as never before, as well as mucho weight.  Mi amigo, you
will congratulate me, no?  As in the spring, and at her age, my Maria will make
me a father.”  


 


Claude read the missive over again, to make sure he
had read it right, then read the last sentence, “Maria has sent the Señorita
Olivia a wire telling her of the coming event.  She knew that if the Señorita
had known of her condition before you left for Wyoming, you would not have been
able to drag the Señorita Olivia away.  So we sent the wires on ahead for you
to receive once you arrived in the Wyoming territory.  We all look forward to
seeing you in the spring.”


 


There was one more telegram, this one also from
Ricardo, though addressed to Logan.  Claude pocketed the wires, then turned to
Amelia, his blue eyes twinkling, and said, “Perhaps, my dear, we should go to
meet Logan Wakefield’s father now, the wires can wait until we are settled at
the ranch, then we’ll all be needing to sit down with a hot drink before
finishing the reading of them.”  


 


Amelia looked up into her husband’s twinkling blue
eyes, and laughingly winked a brown eye at him, before saying, “You old fool,
you know something now, don’t you?”  


 


Claude grinned, saying, “Hush, my love, it can wait.” 
As the snow continued to fall, he led her outside, and across the snow-packed
road, noting their luggage had been loaded into a wagon, then quickly covered
with a tarp.  Logan stood happily hugging Olivia, while Seth Wakefield,
grinning from ear to ear, many years of anguish suddenly wiped from his memory,
felt ten years younger.  His son’s long journey home was ended.
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Seth and Cassandra Wakefield welcomed their future
daughter-in-law with open arms.  She would be the daughter they’d never had. 
Olivia’s uncle Claude and Amelia took to Logan’s parents immediately.  


 


The blizzard, that had been threatening, hit the
valley and mountains, with a vengeance, the day after their arrival, coating
the whole countryside with a wonderland of sparkling white, as far as the eye
could see.  All passes were closed, allowing for travel to the town of Freeman, on horseback, or by horse-drawn sleigh only.  Supplies had been laid in for the
winter months, and firewood was plentiful.


 


Logan worked hard
around the ranch, and was glad to see his three former shipmates working for
his pa.  Claude enjoyed tending the horses, thinking of his thoroughbreds back at
Beckford Manor.  He and Amelia would travel back to England the next year to
see more than a few raised eyebrows and disappointed old maids due to his
marriage to Amelia.  He would also visit Garth and his wife, Bridgett, and
their new baby son, then return to Texas.  


 


The winter in Wyoming was long and cold, but with the
weekly sleigh rides, and the enjoyable evenings spent in front of the gigantic
fireplace in the parlor of the large rambling ranch house, the months flew by. 
Claude proved to be an entertaining guest, with his charming British accent and
the exciting seafaring tales of his youth, which he told to a captive audience
each evening before a roaring fire in the fireplace.  Even Olivia said she’d
never heard such tales from her uncle.  


 


Before they knew it, spring had come, the snow was
melting, birds were singing, and the valley was in bloom.  It was time to plan
for the wedding ceremony of Olivia and Logan before returning to the Triple-B
ranch in Texas.  After much thought, and coaxing from their guests, Logan’s parents would follow later in the summer, after leasing out their ranch and
packing their belongings.  They would not be separated from their son again,
and would make their home in Texas, leasing land from the ‘Triple-B’.


 


It was a beautiful ceremony.  Olivia wore Cassandra’s
white gown, with just a few alterations, and Logan and Olivia were wed in the
ranch house parlor, by the parson from Freeman.  Many residents and neighbors
attended the reception which followed, some bringing homemade gifts, which the
couple would treasure forever.  Claude gave away the bride, Amelia was matron
of honor.  Logan’s three shipmates were his ‘best’ men, all three standing up
with him throughout the ceremony.  Logan couldn’t take his eyes off his bride
throughout the afternoon, and Olivia thought Logan had never looked so handsome,
in his gray tailored western suit with his green eyes shining like emeralds.


 


Theirs would be a long, and happy marriage; with Logan
proving to be a hard-working, loving and devoted, husband, with even hardships bringing
them closer together.  Olivia was happier than she’d ever been in her life.  


 


The trip back to the ‘Triple-B’ ranch in Texas went smoothly, and they were back before they knew it, just in time to welcome the
new son of Maria and Ricardo, little Ricardo.  An only child, the handsome olive-skinned
youngster quickly became the pride and joy of the whole population of the
ranch.  If one person wasn’t spoiling him, ten others were.


 


The years flew by, and as Logan’s parents had leased a
few acres of land from the ranch, they were nearby when Olivia gave birth to
her and Logan’s first child, a girl.  Dark haired, like her father, they
immediately named her Maria, after her dear friend. 


 


Olivia loved the ‘Triple-B’, and although she and
Logan had planned, one day, to travel back to England, and visit Beckford
Manor, they never made the trip, so caught up with running the ranch, and
loving every minute of raising their children.  


 


Born a year after little Maria, Olivia had another
daughter, a blonde, with blue eyes, like herself, and naming the child after
Amelia, made her aunt a happy woman.  The third daughter, a year after that,
was named after Logan’s mother, Cassandra.  


 


Finally, five years after their last daughter was
born, they had a son, a duplicate of Logan, with the tiny baby’s bright green
eyes, thick dark hair, and charming ways, he could only grow up to be a
heart-breaker.  This one, they would have to watch.  It was not only Logan, who
passed out cigars this time, but every man on the ranch was passing them out
too.  Claude and Seth, had ridden to town, the day after the birth, and handed
out bags full of the long Cuban cigars.   


 


Through the years, the tall youngster of Maria and
Ricardo, little Ricardo, grew like a weed, and he and Logan and Olivia’s
daughters, and their one son, whom they had named after Logan’s father, Seth,
were inseparable.  They played with the other children on the ranch, but their
closeness to each other, could not be denied.  Little Ricardo grew to be a six-foot,
four inches tall, handsome vaquero.  After attending college back east, for
only two years, he returned to the ‘Triple-B’ to marry the Wakefield’s oldest
daughter, Maria.  


 


Through the years, two more wings were added to the ranch
house.  Also the ranch itself grew in size, making it more of a small town than
a working ranch.  More and more buildings went up, some of the ranch hands also
raising families.  Even a general store was opened, and then a schoolhouse
built, soon after, a church.   Claude and Amelia each lived a long life, and in
later years, sat on the front patio enjoying the sunsets, and the activity
around the courtyard, watching, as they put it, “their grandchildren grow”.


 


The ‘Triple-B’ had been such a success that
eventually, being more of a town now, than a ranch, it was re-named
‘Loganville’, after Logan, who had put many hours a day into the planning and
running of the place.  Olivia had insisted that it be named such, and Logan, secretly pleased, had also learned not to argue with his determined wife.       


 


Olivia’s brother Garth, and his wife, Bridgett,
visited the ranch, about once every five years, with their growing family. 
They had quit their side-line, working for the British government, though Garth
still ran the Beckford shipping industry.     


 


Maria and Ricardo were so close to the Wakefields that
they were considered family, and they built their home on an acre near the main
hacienda, though they spent most of their time with Olivia and Logan, and their
children.  Maria still enjoyed the preparation of her spicy Mexican dishes. 
She and Ricardo never did get to Mexico.








End
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