

[image: ]




[image: ]





ISBN 978-1-59789-274-2

WYOMING HOOFBEATS

Copyright © 2006 by Susan Page Davis. All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the permission of Truly Yours, an imprint of Barbour Publishing, Inc., PO Box 721, Uhrichsville, Ohio 44683.

All scripture quotations are taken from the King James Version of the Bible.

All of the characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

Our mission is to publish and distribute inspirational products offering exceptional value and biblical encouragement to the masses.

PRINTED IN THE U.S.A.




one

Matt Barkley sat on his fidgety paint gelding, looking down at the Arapaho village below.

“That’s Red Wolf’s camp,” his brother Tom said.

Matt nodded, surveying the valley below them. “Are you sure we’re welcome?”

Tom shoved his hat back and smiled at his wife, Amy, who had pulled her big gray horse up on his other side. “Oh yeah, I haven’t been up here to visit him for a while, but I’m sure Red Wolf will be glad to see me.”

“There hasn’t been any trouble with the Arapaho lately, has there?” Amy asked, frowning.

It was the first time she had been on a camping trip with her husband since their second child was born, and Matt could see that she was a little nervous. The intrepid Amy Travis had settled down and become the ultimate housewife, Amy Barkley. Still, he knew she loved riding and exploring. She’d probably been chafing to get off on a ramble with Tom for months. Little Molly was two years old, and Ben was four. Amy hadn’t left the ranch and the immediate vicinity of Fort Bridger for quite some time.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Tom said. “We’ll be treated like old friends. That’s what we are.”

“I guess that’s good,” she said. “Better than having you be the chief’s son-in-law.”

Tom gave a good-natured laugh. Matt was surprised his brother had told Amy that story, but apparently it was now a family joke. Tom, or “T.R.,” as his male friends and family often called him, had met Red Wolf years ago and had spent so much time hunting with the Arapaho chief that they became fast friends. Red Wolf had informed Tom that his daughter, Elk Calf Woman, was interested in bringing him into the family. Tom, the quiet scout, had gracefully managed to talk his way out of it without alienating the tribe. After that he spent less time in Red Wolf’s village, and a year later had told Matt with relief that Elk Calf Woman had taken an Arapaho husband.

Matt had never been chummy with the tribe. His six years in the U.S. Cavalry had given him a different perspective of the Indians than his brother had, but he trusted Tom’s judgment. Since Jim Bridger left the area, Tom was the most knowledgeable white man in western Wyoming when it came to Indians. That was why Tom was in demand by the army for scouting purposes, and the commander at the fort consulted him often about tribal movements and attitudes.

Matt spotted a herd of horses grazing near the creek bank, on the edge of the village. “Looks like they’ve got plenty of horses. I just hope they’ve got the one you need and are willing to trade.”

“I’ll be happy if we leave here with a good stallion.” Tom urged his gelding forward with Amy’s gray close behind. Matt looked over his shoulder, then followed them down the trail, letting his paint, Wiser, pick his footing.

As they rode down into the village, the Arapaho people watched them. Matt had sensed their scrutiny from far up the trail. They passed two men who served as sentinels for the tribe, but the sentries made no move to stop them.

They reached the valley floor, and the boys of the tribe left playing their hoop and stick game and ran to meet them, trotting along beside the horses and calling to each other. They seemed most interested in Amy and her big gray gelding.

As they came close to the village of tepees, people of all ages gathered to stare at them. Amy was the object of avid curiosity, but she rode without showing any discomfiture. Instead, she nodded and smiled at the Arapaho women as she kept Kip, her gray gelding, in pace with Tom’s horse.

In the center of the camp, Tom halted and spoke to a middle-aged man, the eldest among the crowd. A couple of dozen younger men were sprinkled throughout the onlookers, and Matt surmised the rest were out hunting—or raiding, though this tribe was known to be more peaceful than most.

The man spoke to a boy of about twelve, who immediately ran toward a large tepee fashioned of buffalo hides. Wiser tossed his head and pawed the ground restlessly, and Matt stroked his neck. The Arapaho women began surging in to surround Amy’s big gray horse.

“Stay close to me,” Tom said, and Amy urged Kip nearer to Milton, his bay gelding. Matt lifted his reins slightly, and Wiser closed in on the other side of Amy.

Of course the women were in awe of his gorgeous sister-in-law, with her long, golden braid and azure eyes. Six years ago, Amy Travis had been the most sought-after belle of the Green River Valley. Matt had never quite figured out why the major’s daughter had settled on his older brother as her life mate, but it was true love, no question. T.R. had done himself proud.

The women began to chatter. Matt had never learned the lingo, though he had picked up a little of the sign language the Plains Indians used. Even that was rusty now, after three years back East, fighting Rebs. He listened but was able to pick out only a word or two.

The boy returned, walking proudly beside two older men, and Matt knew at once that these were the pipe keeper and the chief, the principal men of the tribe. Tom had told him and Amy on the way here that this village was entrusted with the keeping of the Great Pipe, the most sacred ceremonial object of all the Arapaho people.

Matt watched his brother and saw his eyes focus on the younger of the two in pleasure. This was Red Wolf then, T.R.’s old friend.

So the elder of the two men was the pipe keeper. His shoulders were stooped and his thin braids were iron gray. If the village moved, would this old man have the strength to go before them carrying the pipe bundle?

Red Wolf was a bit younger, but his hair was also touched with gray. His limbs were still muscular, and his eyes glittered as he met Tom’s gaze. He stopped before the three riders, nodded, and spoke a greeting.

Tom replied then gestured toward Amy and spoke again.

“I remember,” Red Wolf said in English, “your woman with hair of gold. Very pretty woman.” He smiled up at Amy. “We are honored that you come again.”

“Thank you, Chief,” Amy said. “I would have come with my husband last summer, but I have two little ones at home now.”

Red Wolf nodded with a smile and spoke to Tom in the Arapaho language.

Tom laughed. “He wants to know if the babies have blond hair.”

“Tell him yes,” Amy replied.

Tom spoke at length, and the Indians gasped and stared at Amy with renewed wonder.

“What did you tell them?” she asked.

“I said that our son’s hair is as yellow as the flower of the fever plant, but our daughter’s is as white as the breast of the sage grouse. And both have eyes the color of the sky in corn gathering time.”

Matt laughed. He’d never guessed his brother could wax poetic in two languages.

Tom glanced at him then turned back to the chief. “Oh, and that’s my brother.”

The chief looked hard at him, and Matt tried not to squirm as he remembered past battles. Could the chief tell by his army-issue boots or his bearing that he was not long out of the military? Before going back East, Matt had been part of several expeditions meant to intimidate the Plains Indians, but he couldn’t recall an engagement in which he actually went up against the Arapaho. They were generally at peace with the whites, although they were friendly with the Cheyenne and sometimes sided with the Sioux in times of contention.

“Welcome, brother of my friend,” said Red Wolf.

Matt nodded. “Thank you.”

“My brother’s name is Matthew Barkley,” Tom said.

The chief nodded at Matt then asked, “Do you journey beyond our valley, or do you stop here?”

“I want to discuss trading with you,” Tom said. “You know I have a horse ranch now, and I am looking for a stallion for my herd.”

The chief spoke to his own people in their language then said to Tom, “You and your brother are welcome to discuss your purpose in my lodge. My daughter will show Yellow Hair Woman a place by the fire.”

Matt grinned as he dismounted and gave Wiser into the care of an Arapaho boy. If he knew Amy, the last place she’d want to be in July was near the cooking fire.

Tom told Amy, “Let them put Kip to graze. He’ll be safe. And you’ll be fine, sweetheart.”

Amy gave them a crooked smile and went with the young woman assigned to her, merging into the crowd of dark-skinned women and children.

“Are you sure they won’t pull her hair out in clumps?” Matt asked his brother.

“She’s an honored guest of the chief. I think they’ll treat her with respect.” Tom frowned and threw a last glance back toward his wife. “Although Elk Calf Woman…”

“That was her?” Matt hissed. “You let Amy go with her?” He stared after Amy and saw her trying to communicate with the chief’s daughter. She was touching Elk Calf Woman’s arm with one hand and gesturing toward the riverbank with the other.

Tom chuckled. “She’ll get a bath out of this stop, wait and see if she doesn’t.”

Chief Red Wolf was waiting at the entrance to his tepee. The pipe keeper entered before them, and half a dozen mature warriors waited in deference for the guests. Tom, who stood six inches taller than the chief, ducked his head and entered the lodge, and Matt followed him.
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Rachel Haynes stood still in the shade of a large pine tree. She wished she had brought her bead pouch with her. She might be exiled until darkness fell. If she’d brought her beads and the leather she was decorating, she could do a good bit of work while she waited.

Yellow Bird Woman had found her by the riverbank and told her outsiders were approaching the village. Rachel knew what that meant without the old woman explaining it to her. She was to stay hidden until either the visitors left or she was told she could return to the camp.

Now she waited in the trees near the edge of the river, peering toward the village. She had seen three riders come into camp, but she was so far away that she couldn’t tell much about the visitors surrounded by the people of the village.

If there were no danger to her, Yellow Bird Woman would come and fetch her soon. If she didn’t forget. The old woman was apt to set out on an errand and stop halfway there, forgetful of her purpose. Rachel sighed and sat down with her back to the tree trunk. At least she had her knife. She could work on the buffalo carving she had started for West Wind’s baby.

Voices reached her from the clearing near the water, and Rachel held her breath. After a moment, she relaxed. It was Elk Calf Woman. Rachel peeked out through the brush that concealed her just inside the tree line and gasped.

Elk Calf Woman stood at the place where the women approached the shallow river to wash and was gesturing down the path toward the pool where they bathed. Beside her stood a white woman. Rachel stared unabashed. The woman’s face and hands were deeply tanned, but still much lighter than those of the Arapaho woman beside her. Like mine, Rachel thought, looking down at the backs of her own strong hands.

The woman was turned partly away from her, listening intently to what Elk Calf Woman said. The chief’s daughter was fairly fluent in English. No doubt she had been detailed to keep an eye on this woman while the men did business.

It had been a long time since Rachel had seen another white woman so close, and she stared from her covert position, fixing the details of the other’s clothing in her mind. The stranger wore a long, brown cotton skirt that seemed to be divided into billowy trousers, a light blue blouse, and a man’s soft, gray felt hat. The grass hid her feet.

Elk Calf Woman seemed to be arguing a point with her guest, and the white woman shook her head vehemently. Rachel strained her ears and caught the English word “privacy.” She knew Elk Calf Woman spoke fluent English, though she might feign otherwise if she thought it prudent. But the two continued to talk, and at last the white woman seemed to win her point, and the chief’s daughter left the stranger alone and headed back toward the village.

The white woman removed her dusty hat and unbraided her hair. The sun gleamed on her golden locks, long and shining, like burnished brass.

The woman stood still for a moment staring toward the woods, and Rachel froze. The natural inclination to duck lower behind the brush tugged at her, but she knew it was crucial to stay immobile if she wanted to remain undetected. After a moment, the golden-haired woman sat down and pulled off her boots.

They were leather riding boots, Rachel could see now, such as a man might wear, but daintier for her small feet. Rachel wished she had a pair like them for winter, but her supple moccasins served her well most of the time.

The white woman rose, looked around, then unbuttoned her skirt and took it off. In her lace-trimmed pantalets, as white as new snow, she waded into the water. When she was waist-deep, she began washing the brown skirt. She looked around again, then unbuttoned her blouse and took it off, giving it the same treatment. After rinsing the garments well, she wrung them out and waded up onto the bank. With water dripping from her hair and white arms, and her chemise and pantalets clinging to her, she spread the skirt and blouse out to dry on some low bushes, then plunged back into the water and thoroughly rinsed her hair.

Rachel knew she ought to leave and grant the lady her wish for seclusion, but the desire to speak to the visitor almost overcame her caution. She hadn’t spoken to another white woman in more than two years. Would disaster really follow if she showed herself now?

The woman was fit and strong, she realized, as she saw her swim swiftly across the pool and back. Then she emerged from the water and sat down where she had left her boots and hat. She picked something up, and after a moment Rachel saw that she had a comb. Her hair seemed paler and brighter with each stroke, as the sun dried the shimmering golden locks.

At last she stood, and her glorious hair floated about her, hanging down to her hips in a rippling cloud of gold. She went to the bushes and felt her clean clothes. They were still damp, Rachel supposed, but the woman pulled on the blouse, anyway, then the dark skirt. She sat in the grass again and put on her stockings and boots then quickly braided her hair and pinned it up. Rachel smiled to herself as the lovely woman stood and capped her costume with the incongruous hat.

Rachel’s mouth went dry. The woman was walking toward her. She stood stock-still and closed her eyes. A few moments later, she couldn’t resist opening them just a bit and peeping out. The woman stood only a few yards from her, and she was staring frankly at Rachel.

“Hello.”

Rachel swallowed hard. She opened her mouth but nothing came out. The people of the village would be incensed when they learned she had allowed herself to be seen by the outsider. She whipped around and darted behind the large pine tree. There was a bushy spruce close by, and she ran for it, hiding behind its spreading branches, and again stood still.

She could hear the woman’s soft footsteps, then silence.

“I won’t hurt you,” came the melodious voice.

Rachel said nothing.

A footstep, and the branches of the spruce stirred. Rachel’s heart raced as she hesitated, knowing she could lose the woman in the woods if she ran, but she was unable to turn away again.

Suddenly, she was staring into brilliant, blue eyes.


two

Rachel gasped but didn’t move.

“I’m Amy Barkley,” said the golden-haired woman. “What is your name?”

Rachel pulled in a shaky breath and whispered, “They call me Stands in Timber.”

The woman’s delighted laugh sent a thrill through Rachel’s body. Amy Barkley’s teeth gleamed white, and her smile was warmer than the summer sun.

“How appropriate!”

Rachel frowned. The words sounded strange, yet familiar. She took a deep breath and stepped from behind the spruce.

“I was… also called… Rachel Haynes.”

Amy caught her breath and stared at her.

What does she see? Rachel wondered. My eyes are blue, but not like hers. She sees a young Arapaho woman with hair and skin too light, and with eyes the dull gray blue of river ice.

“My dear child! How long have you been here?”

“I have been here… that is, here in this village… about one year.”

“A year? And before that?”

Rachel reached deep into her memory, searching for the English words she needed. “Before… before I came here, I was with the Dakota Sioux.”

Amy touched her arm gently, and Rachel looked down at her hand. Although the white woman’s fingers were lithe, the softness of Amy’s skin amazed Rachel.

“With the Sioux.” Amy’s brow furrowed as her gaze probed Rachel’s. “How did you come to be with them?”

A lump formed in Rachel’s throat, and she felt the burning sensation that preceded tears. “I… was taken.”

Amy stared at her then peered toward the path. “Rachel, are you being held here against your will?”

Rachel swallowed and fought the tightness in her chest. In either language, she couldn’t answer that question.

“You needn’t be afraid,” Amy said, giving her arm a gentle squeeze. “My husband is a friend of Chief Red Wolf. He’s in the chief’s lodge now, talking to him. If you have been mistreated, he will—”

“No,” said Rachel.

Amy stopped talking and arched her eyebrows.

“The Arapaho have not mistreated me,” Rachel said, wrangling with the long unused words.

“But you were kidnapped.”

Rachel shrugged. “It was… war.”

Amy frowned at her. “I don’t understand. There have been a few clashes with the tribes, but nothing like an outright war.”

“It was not here.” She doesn’t understand, Rachel thought. How can I explain my past to her? “I come from a place far east of here.”

“East? How far east?”

“Many days toward the sunrise. It was called… Minnesota.”

Amy exhaled and stared off toward the river for a long moment. When she turned her attention back to Rachel, she nodded. “My father is a military man. I came with him to Wyoming Territory about six years ago, and I met my husband here. I’ve not kept up-to-date on all that’s gone on east of here… the war with the Confederate States and all…”

Rachel tried to follow what she was saying and make sense of it. Vague memories stirred. Her father and some neighboring men had talked about the war to the south. Slavery. Secession. At the time, everyone was worked up about it, but it seemed so long ago.

“But I do recall my father saying something about a Sioux uprising in Minnesota a couple of years back,” Amy went on. “He told me the leaders of the warriors who raided the white settlements were caught and hung.”

Rachel caught her breath. “I… don’t know. I don’t know anything of what happened after I was taken from my home. My… parents and my… sisters and brothers…” She shook her head, not wanting to think about that day.

“Was your family harmed?” Amy asked softly.

Rachel looked up into her startlingly blue eyes. “Yes. I saw my mother and my two little sisters killed. I don’t know about the boys, except Ralph. When the Sioux hauled me from the house, I saw my father and Ralph lying in the dooryard.”

“I’m sorry.” Amy lifted her hands as though she would embrace her, and Rachel pulled back slightly. She was not used to being touched, and the idea repelled her, although Amy Barkley was clean and pleasant to look at.

“How old are you?” Amy asked.

“I…” Rachel thought hard. She had tried last spring to determine that very thing. “When I was taken, I was… I believe I was sixteen summers… sixteen years.”

Amy nodded.

“The Dakota Sioux gave me to a band of their relatives. They brought me west. Always west, for a long time. I stayed with them one winter. And then…” She remembered the awful, cold months and how hungry all the people had been. After that came spring and better hunting, and in early summer the tribes united in a huge gathering of celebration. Rachel shivered, recalling her fear when one of the Sioux women hinted that she might be sold to another band in exchange for horses. “Then I came to the people… the Arapaho, you call them.”

“Yes. How long—”

“One winter,” Rachel said with certainty. “They told me I would have a winter to mourn, and then…” She looked into Amy’s eyes, suddenly afraid.

“Then, what?”

Amy’s features were frozen in sympathetic expectation. It hurt to look at her. Deep in Rachel’s chest, the lump that hindered her breathing grew larger. She cherished the memory of her mother, whom she considered to be the loveliest woman she had ever known, but Amy Barkley was more beautiful than even Rachel’s dear mother.

She blinked, trying to conjure up the memory of her mother’s face for comparison, but all she saw was the bloodied horror of those last few moments in their house in Minnesota.

“My father went there to plant,” she said. “To farm.”

Amy frowned, and Rachel realized she had not answered the woman’s question. But Amy’s next inquiry showed that she was following Rachel’s meandering thought trail. “You were homesteading?”

“Yes.”

“As I said, I heard about the Dakota War. My father had a newspaper. By the time we read about it, the hostilities were over.”

“I wondered. I didn’t know if the Sioux had taken all the land or not.”

“No,” Amy said.

“They carried me off, and I never knew what happened there.”

Amy laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Do you have relatives elsewhere? Aunts and uncles, perhaps, in other parts of the country?”

Rachel tried to reach back, beyond the move to the homestead when she was quite young. “Before Minnesota, we lived in New York State.”

Amy laughed, and the clear trill of her voice startled Rachel. “I grew up in Albany! What town did you live in?”

Rachel groped for the name, but it was gone. “I… can’t remember.”

“It’s all right,” Amy said.

“I… don’t remember any other relatives. I had grandparents, but they died.” A sudden wave of bereavement washed over her, and she pulled in a ragged breath. “If there is family left who knew me, I suppose they think I died with the others.”

“Rachel, you started to tell me how the Dakota brought you west and traded you to the Arapaho.”

“Yes, it is true. Those who attacked the farms in Minnesota passed me to another band, and they brought me out here. Then, the next summer, they wanted to be rid of me. I think they feared the white soldiers would see me and be angry with them. So they made a trade. They got three horses for me.”

A faint smile flickered across Amy’s lips. “Is that good?”

Rachel shrugged.

“And what has happened this last year, since you have been with the Arapaho?”

“They have been kind to me. Mostly. I try to work hard. But I am made to hide whenever outsiders come.”

“I’m sorry we caused you distress today.”

“I am used to it.”

“Come sit down with me.” Amy looked toward the sunny riverbank.

“No, I mustn’t.” Rachel could only imagine the wrath of Elk Calf Woman if she found her talking to this stranger. She remembered an English word that fit the situation. “It is forbidden.”

Amy’s troubled eyes brought an uneasiness to Rachel’s spirit.

“Do you want to leave the Arapaho? Would you like to go back to your own people? Because that is your right. We can help you.”

“No! I cannot do that.” Rachel raised her hands in supplication. “Please, you must not anger the chief.”

“Chief Red Wolf has never been a violent man. My husband finds him quite amicable.”

“I…” Rachel shook her head. “I don’t understand this.”

“They are friends.”

“Yes, but your husband does not live here.”

“He spent many months with Red Wolf when he was younger. The chief honors him when he visits the tribe.”

“I… do not know about this.” Rachel looked deep into Amy’s eyes. This white woman was sincere, but she did not understand the convoluted relationships within the tribes, that was certain. “There are others besides Red Wolf who would be angry, and I do not wish to cause strife.”

“What do you mean? Rachel, you are an American citizen, and you have been kidnapped. Those Indians cannot make you stay with them. Tom and his brother and I can help you gain Red Wolf’s permission to leave, if that is what you want.”

For an instant, Rachel allowed herself to imagine being back in Minnesota. Her parents were gone, though. There was no one there to welcome her. And if she went all the way back to New York, the place of her childhood, what would she find? No one there would accept her. Her two years among the Plains Indians would make her a pariah among civilized people. Better to remain in the position where God had placed her and accept what her new people planned for her.

“You don’t understand. Soon I will become an Arapaho, a full member of this tribe.”

“You mean, they are going to adopt you?”

Rachel shook her head. “No, I…” She looked toward the path once more in anguish. She must end this conversation now. “The chief has not told me, but his daughter has hinted to me… I am to be married soon. I will be one of them, and there are some who would be… very angry if I upset those plans. There are warriors who would kill your husband if he interfered.”

Amy stared at her. “They will force you to marry one of their men?”

“Please, Mrs.—I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name.” Rachel put her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes for a moment. What am I doing, talking to this stranger?

“It’s Barkley. Amy Barkley. My husband is Thomas Barkley. Remember that name, Rachel. Let us help you.”

“I can’t.”

“Do you want to marry this warrior?”

Rachel shook her head, at a loss for the way to explain. “I left the Dakota willingly. Don’t you see? I was at the age when I was likely to be married off. I prayed to God that I would not be given in marriage to one of the Sioux men. Out of His grace, He permitted me to come here. These people are much less violent than the Sioux. For the most part, they are peaceful. They do not go about attacking each other the way the Sioux and Cheyenne do. And since I have been here, at least, they have been at peace with the whites.”

“That’s true,” Amy said. “But, still—”

“I thought that if I went with the Arapaho, I would gain time before I was expected to marry. I told God that if He allowed me to go to a peaceful tribe, I would be content there. And when I came to Red Wolf’s band, I was told I would have a year to mourn and learn the new ways. But that time is up now.”

“So you think they expect you to marry.”

Rachel looked down at the ground. She and Amy stood toe-to-toe, only a foot of pine needle-strewn earth between her moccasins and Amy’s fine leather boots.

“I know they expect it,” she whispered.

“And you wish to marry? Are you… in love with one of their warriors?”

Rachel felt her cheeks grow warm. “No, quite the opposite. The man I believe has been chosen for me… or rather, who has chosen me for his wife… is not one I would choose, but… God has honored my prayers, and I cannot dishonor the chief by refusing to marry his son.”

Amy straightened her shoulders. “Wait a minute. Chief Red Wolf expects you to marry his son?”

“I fear it is so. And the chief has been kind to me. I cannot refuse, even though Running Elk is the last man of the tribe I would wish to marry.”

“He is not kind like his father?”

Rachel swallowed hard, remembering the nights she had cowered in Yellow Bird Woman’s tepee after Running Elk and his followers returned from a raid. The noise of their reveling had chilled her, and she had kept herself hidden until the stillness of morning.

Against his father’s wishes, the young man promoted aggression against the Sioux. His boasting may be exaggerated, but the warriors who followed him came home just a few nights past with three stolen horses and tales of counting coup on their enemies. From what the women said in her hearing, Rachel was beginning to fear that if Running Elk were not checked, he would bring retaliation on the village. Now he was gone again, with a hunting party, and she dreaded his return.

“He and his father disagree on many things,” she admitted.

“Is there another man you would prefer?”

“No, no!” Rachel bit her lip in frustration. “If I object or try to leave the tribe, there will be much distress and anger. Please, Mrs. Barkley—”

“Amy?”

Rachel gasped and stared toward the voice. A tall, handsome white man stood at the edge of the trees, watching them. Amy whirled toward him, and Rachel took advantage of her distraction to duck behind the plump spruce.

“What’s going on, Amy?”

“Oh, Matthew, you startled me, and you’ve frightened Rachel.”

Behind the tree, Rachel huddled into a small, still hump. Now I’m in trouble! If the people learn that the white man saw me, there will be arguing, and perhaps the village will have to move!

She could hear the intrigue in the man’s voice as he joined Amy in the shadows. “Who’s Rachel?”

There was no answer, and Rachel sensed Amy’s discomfiture.

“Did I interrupt something?” His voice was deep and smooth, and the English words evoked a longing in her that Rachel had tried to suppress for many months. “I’m sorry. Tom’s finished trading, and he’s getting the horses ready to leave. I told him I’d fetch you.”

“Rachel,” Amy called softly. “It’s all right, Rachel. It’s only my husband’s brother, and he won’t hurt you.”

The only sound was the breeze that swayed the upper branches of the trees as Rachel held her breath. In her mind she pleaded, Go away! Please, Amy Barkley, go away now!

“Rachel, you mustn’t be afraid.”

Behind the tree, Rachel closed her eyes and tried to squeeze herself smaller. The light pressure of a hand on her shoulder jerked her alert.

“I’m sorry we frightened you, but Matthew won’t hurt you. We won’t tell anyone that we saw you.”

Slowly Rachel unkinked her legs and stood. “Please go.”

Amy nodded. “All right. But first, I want you to meet my brother-in-law.”

Against her better sense, Rachel allowed the beautiful woman to draw her around the spruce tree. She glanced toward the tall white man then turned her face away. The melting look in his eyes was different from the leer she saw when Running Elk stared at her. In this rugged young man’s face were compassion and empathy. The attraction she felt to him startled her, and it was followed by a heavy trepidation. It could do no good to imagine a future in the world of the whites now. The sooner she parted company with Amy and this man the better.

“This is my husband’s brother, Matthew Barkley.” Amy smiled, and Rachel forced herself to look at the man again.

Her heart thudded as his gaze met hers. She nodded at him, but stood immobile when he extended his hand.

“This is Rachel Haynes, Matt.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Haynes.”

Despite Amy’s encouraging smile, Rachel did not move to greet him. She tore her gaze away from his face.

“You must go.”
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