
  [image: ]


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    © 2010 by Mary Connealy


    Print ISBN 978-1-60260-147-5


    eBook Editions:

    Adobe Digital Edition (.ePub) 978-1-60742-205-1

    Kindle and MobiPocket Edition (.prc) 978-1-60742-206-8


    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission of the publisher.


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


    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.


    For more information about Mary Connealy, please access the author’s Web site at the following Internet address: www.maryconnealy.com


    Cover design: Lookout Design, Inc.


    Published by Barbour Publishing, Inc., P.O. Box 719, Uhrichsville, OH 44683, www.barbourbooks.com


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


    [image: ]


    Printed in the United States of America.

  


  Dedication/Acknowledgment


  
    He hath made every thing beautiful in his time.

    ECCLESIASTES 3:11

  


  I got the idea for this book about a Western artist from a very good friend, Karen Cooper (www.karencooperpaintings.com).


  Karen lived next door to me years ago. She was raising a houseful of little ones about a quarter of a mile away from me and my houseful of little ones. Neither one of us had given much thought to writing or art. Though Karen was always an artist. I can see that now. She has a wonderful gift of color and making her home beautiful. The closest I came to being a writer was scribbling all over my children’s baby books. Still, I did a lot of scribbling.


  When I talk to Karen now, she uses interesting “inside” language about art that I find fascinating; and I tried to catch that attitude, that way of looking at the world, in Logan McKenzie.


  On the wall right in front of my computer is an original Cooper. Every time I need inspiration in my writing I look up at that beautiful bouquet of bright red flowers Karen painted and remember who I was and who I am, how far I’ve come, and how wonderful the journey has been along the way.


  And I want to dedicate Wrangler in Petticoats to Bob and Gloria Breckenridge for all the interesting information they shared with me through a very special book about the famous Western artist Charlie Russell. I learned a lot about historical painting techniques, tools, and attitudes. Thanks Bob and Gloria.


  One


  Montana Territory, 1882


  Sally McClellen fought to control her temper and her horse.


  But her horse wasn’t the problem. It was her temper upsetting the horse. He wouldn’t have been acting fidgety if it weren’t for her testy grip on the reins. So any trouble Sally had was all her own doing.


  “None of this gets me one step closer to Mandy. She needs me.” Sally was so anxious to get on down the trail she thought she might explode.


  They rode around the curve of a steep mountain trail and in the distance caught their first glimpse of a river lined with high banks of stunning red rock.


  “Sure it’s a pretty sight, but”


  “It’s more than pretty. It’s beautiful.” Paula McGarritt, Sally’s traveling companion, looked at her and smiled. “Admit it. It was worth riding out here.”


  Mrs. McGarritt knew full well how impatient Sally was, but Mrs. McGarritt, sweet and friendly as she was, didn’t let anyone push her around. The colonel’s wife sat her horse sidesaddle in a proper riding dress. She had made her opinion known early and often about Sally’s manly riding clothes and her habit of riding astride.


  “It is beautiful.” Sally stifled an irritated sigh. They were here now, staring at the rocks. As if none of this group had ever seen a rock before. They all lived in west Texas or New Mexico. Their whole world was pretty much made of rocks.


  Sally relaxed her grip on the reins to spare her restless horse. They’d be at Mandy’s in a few days. Less because they’d abandoned the trail and gone cross country. But Colonel McGarritt had agreed to the shortcut because he had a hankering to get out of the train and see some wild country. When Pa had asked if they’d see Sally safely to Mandy’s house, the colonel had studied the area and decided he’d like to see several places along the trailthis canyon among them.


  He’d have just stayed on the train, though, if it wasn’t for Mandy living in the middle of nowhere with her no-account husband. So, Sally took the detours that interested the colonel and his wife in the best spirit she could manage. Griping didn’t help and it made everyone else miserable.


  Which wasn’t to say she hadn’t done plenty of it. But still the group had voted. She’d lost. This was America. “Thank you for insisting we ride out here.”


  “You’re welcome.” Mrs. McGarritt grinned at Sally, not one bit fooled by her forced politeness. The older lady reached out her hand and Sally clasped it.


  “Spectacular,” Colonel McGarritt said. “Absolutely stunning.”


  Sally tore her eyes from the view to intercept Mrs. McGarritt’s smug look. Paula was too polite to say, “I told you so.” But Sally caught the superior look and didn’t even mind.


  Much.


  The crimson bluffs were magnificent. But was it worth the time they’d wasted abandoning the most direct path? When Mandy might be in trouble? She was at least suffering from terrible homesickness. Her last letter had been a poorly concealed cry of loneliness. But with a third baby on the way and no womenfolk within fifty miles, she really needed the help as soon as possible.


  No, this wasn’t even close to worth it.


  Only by sheer force of will did Sally keep her hands loose on her reins and a smile on her face. They had plenty of time to get to Mandy’s before the baby came. And Sally knew, from the map Mandy had sent, that the site of her new home was going to take this party a long way out of their way, and the group had all gone along with it; and they’d been a sight more mannerly about it than she was being.


  Mandy would soon have her third baby in three years of marriage. She needed help. A woman’s help. Luther and Buff did what they could, but they had no place at the birth of Mandy’s baby. Sally offered to go.


  Ma and Pa had a dim view of Mandy’s husband and they’d relented, though they’d made a fuss over losing another daughter to Montana. But Sally had promised not to let Montana keep her. She’d promised it wouldn’t be forever. A year at most. Sally would help with the babies. Probably end up spending the winter with Mandy and no-account Sidney, then head home.


  And now, instead of making the best time possible, here she sat staring at the admittedly beautiful canyon and river God painted with a blazing crimson brush.


  She and Paula McGarritt rode with six men. All but Sally were making their way to Seattle. The group had been forming before Sally had gotten the idea to travel to see Mandy.


  Pa would have never allowed Sally to travel so far alone. But once Pa had heard of this group of sturdy men, and the stalwart Mrs. McGarritt who would act as chaperone, he’d relented. Now the travelers were slowing Sally down.


  She was well aware she should be ashamed of herself. Then she noticed she’d tightened her hands on the reins again and her horse was tossing its head. Sally relaxed and sat with the most patience possible beside Paula, who wore a prim riding skirt, her gray hair neatly hidden beneath her bonnet, her spine ramrod straight.


  Sally knew about tough and considered herself as tough as they came. But she had to admit, the nearly sixty-year-old Paula McGarritt could keep up with her. Maybe not in a footrace, but the woman was frontier born and bred, and she was at home in rugged conditions. And these were rugged indeed.


  Though Mrs. McGarritt had clung to her proper clothing to take this ride, Sally had slipped away once they’d left the train and changed into her wrangler clothes. Mrs. McGarritt had scolded, but Sally, already chafing under the delay, refused to change back, so Mrs. McGarritt had relented and allowed Sally to wear chaps and ride astride with a rifle strapped on her back.


  Sally had won that small battle but lost on the sightseeing trip. Now here they were looking at pretty rocks when they should be making tracks for Mandy’s house.


  Mrs. McGarritt said, “Let’s ride down closer. I want a better look.”


  Sally didn’t like it, but she said nothing, resigned to the delay. Now she rode along to take a closer look than their bird’s-eye view from a mountain crest. They funneled down the narrow trail.


  The trail made its serpentine way down the mountain. Sally admitted it felt good to be on horseback again after the long train ride. They wove around a curve.


  Sally looked at the sheer drop to her left and swallowed hard. They were as far out in the wilderness as a body could get. And this side trip down to those red rocks served no purpose. Food to hunt, cattle to round up, fine. But to stare at rocks, no matter how pretty? Sally shook her head but remained silent.


  The land dropped off for a hundred feet on her left. The horses’ hooves scratched along on the loose dirt and round pebbles. The trail was a steep slope downward, which meant slick even on this bone-dry day in June.


  As the trail twisted, Sally saw the end of this dangerous stretch only a few yards ahead and breathed a sigh of relief to pass this particularly treacherous section of the trail. Now with only a few more tortuous yards to cover, Sally relaxed. “Mrs. McGarritt,” she called out, wanting to tease the dear lady again about dragging Sally along on her joyride.


  Paula, below Sally on the trail, gained nearly level ground. The cliff no longer yawned at her side. She turned in her saddle, smiling. “You can thank me later, girl. When you’re dressed like a proper young lady again.”


  Thank her? Not likely and well Mrs. McGarritt knew it. The two of them exchanged a warm smile. Mrs. McGarritt really was a sweetheart, for a tough old bird.


  Once she looked away, Sally gently brushed her fingertips over the front of her broadcloth shirt and felt the ribbon beneath the rough fabric. No one knew of Sally’s fondness for ribbons and a bit of lace. She went to great lengths to keep her little bows and frills hidden, pinning them on her chemise when no one was around, removing them before laundry day so even Ma wouldn’t see.


  Admiring pretty things felt dangerous to Sally, so she didn’t speak of it. Pa loved having her at his side on roundups and working the herd. For some reason, Sally felt certain that if she went girly on her pa, he might not love her as much. Oh, he’d always love her. She trusted in her pa’s love. But he might not love her in the same way. With Beth and Mandy gone, Laurie owned Pa’s heart as the princess. Sally’s place was beside him riding the range.


  Trusting her horse to manage the steep trail, Sally pondered this spark of womanly weakness that drew her to lace and frills and such nonsense. Her foolish daydreams ended with the sharp crack of gunfire.


  Paula McGarritt slammed backward off her horse.


  Sally’s world slowed down and focused sharply as it always did in times of danger. Her hand went to her rifle before she spun to face the shooting.


  Another bullet sounded, from above. Someone shooting from cover.


  Smelling the burning gunpowder, hearing the direction of the bullets, Sally’s gun was firing without her making a decision to aim or pull the trigger.


  Mrs. McGarritt landed with a dull thud, flat on her back, behind her horse’s heels, a bloom of red spreading in the center of her chest. She bounced once, kicking up a puff of dust, then lay still, her open eyes staring sightlessly at the sun.


  Sally raged at the fine lady’s death and focused on an outcropping of rocks hiding one of the outlaws. Her rifle fired almost as if it had a will of its own. The rock hiding the assailants was in front of other, larger rocks, and Sally consciously aimed for a ricochet shot, hoping to get around the stone.


  A barrage of gunfire kept coming at her.


  She dragged bullets from her gun belt as she emptied her weapon then reloaded as bullets whizzed by her head close enough she felt the heat of them.


  They came from a different spot. She aimed in the direction of the shot and pulled the trigger as a second member of the colonel’s party was shot off his horse, then a third.


  Her horse staggered toward the cliff side, hit. Sally dived to the ground, throwing herself to the cliff side of the narrow trail, with only inches to spare between her and the edge. Her horse went down under the withering fire and fell toward her, screaming in pain.


  Gunfire poured down like deadly rain.


  Sally was now sure there were three of them. They’d lain in wait like rattlesnakes, attacked from the front, rear, and directly overhead, and were picking them off with vicious precision. Cold-blooded murderers.


  Rolling even closer to the cliff, Sally avoided the collapsing horse. Raging at the senseless killing, she used her mount’s thrashing body for meager shelter.


  Fighting her terrified, dying horse, Sally rolled to her left just enough to twirl her rifle in her right hand, cock it, aim, and fire. She’d yet to see any of the coyotes who were attacking them, but aim was instinctive and she trusted it.


  The men around her, the ones who hadn’t died in the first hail of bullets, battled with her against the dry-gulchers shooting from cover. Sally saw Colonel McGarritt take one agonized look at his wife lying dead and turn back to the assault from overhead. He had a rifle in his right hand and a Colt six-shooter in the left. A constant roll of fire came from him as if his rage and grief were blazing lead.


  A quick look told Sally only four men had survived the first shots. The cover was bad. Another man jerked backward, struck the ground hard, and collapsed on his back.


  A cry from overhead told Sally somebody’s bullet had found its mark. There were three shooters. With the cry, one of them quit firing.


  Another of her companions collapsed to the ground. There just was no shelter. The horses weren’t enough. Sally’s horse neighed in pain and made a valiant lurching effort to regain its feet. The movement sent the horseand Sallydangerously close to the cliff. Bullets whizzed like furious bees from two directions. Sally aimed at the source of that vicious raining lead and fired as fast as she could jack another bullet into her Winchester.


  Another yell from overhead and another of the three rifles fell silent. One was still in full action and she aimed in that direction.


  A shout from behind told her Colonel McGarritt was hit, but his gun kept firing.


  A bullet hit the trail inches from her head and kicked dirt into her eyes, blinding her. It didn’t even slow her down because she was aiming as much with her ears and gut as with her vision. The remaining shooter switched between Sally and Colonel McGarritt with a steady roll of gunfire.


  Sally clawed at her eyes to clear her vision in time to see Colonel McGarritt drop his gun and fall limp on his back. She was the last one of their party firing. Everyone was either dead or out of action.


  God, have mercy on all of us. Have mercy on me. God, have mercy. God, have mercy.


  Her trigger clicked on an empty chamber and she shifted to reload her Winchester. A bullet struck hard low on her belly. Her arms kept working so she refused to think of what a gut shot meant.


  Praying steadily for mercy, for safety, for strength to survive the horrible wound, she squinted through her pained eyes to see her horse, riddled with bullets, kick its legs and make a hopeless effort to rise. Furious at the death and destruction around her, Sally was too disoriented to know left from right.


  The dying horse staggered up then fell toward her. Sally rolled aside but not far enough. The horse slammed her backward. Clawing at the rock-strewn trail, she felt the ground go out from under her.


  She pitched over the edge of the cliff and screamed as she plunged into nothingness.
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  “We got ‘em,” Fergus Reynolds yelled and laughed when the last one went down. He pushed back his coonskin cap and scratched his hair, enjoying the triumph. “We earned our pay today. Let’s go collect.”


  He rose from the rocks he’d chosen for their vantage point on the trail and headed for his horse. Swinging up, he thrust his rifle in his scabbard and kicked his chestnut gelding into motion.


  That’s when he saw his brother. Dead. Curly Ike, with that same weird streak of white in his hair that Fergus and Pa both had. He lay sprawled in the dirt, his chest soaked in blood.


  Fergus tasted rage. No one killed one of the Reynolds clan without punishment.


  He, Tulsa, and Curly had a habit of keeping their ears open in town. This bunch had gotten off the train and talked of the trail they’d take, straight out in the wilderness. There was some sight out the way these folks were riding that drew a small but steady stream of sightseers, so Fergus knew right where to lie in wait.


  Fergus and his gang had gotten to their vantage point and been ready. Only after they opened up on them did Fergus realize that they’d taken on a salty bunch. Most of the folks that rode this trail were easy pickings. But not this crowd. They’d fought back hard, thrown themselves off their horses and scrambled for shelter, their guns in action almost instantly.


  “That cowpoke who went over the cliff shot me!” Tulsa came down the trail toward the horses, raging. “Creased my shootin’ arm.”


  Fergus looked at his saddle partner and wondered bitterly why Tulsa was alive while his brother was dead. Fergus remembered from his youth that his family had been one for feuding and fighting for family. It burned him now that his brother was dead. But those who had killed him were beyond paying for that. The family sticks together.


  Fergus even thought of his name. His real name. One he’d left behind long ago. “Curly’s dead.”


  Tulsa fumbled at his blood-soaked arm, trying to stop the bleeding. He barely spared a glance at Curly, and that made Fergus killing mad. “I put a bullet in the gut of the one who went over the side. He was still aiming and shooting when he was gut shot. He was dead while he was still fightin’. He was just too stupid to know it.”


  Fergus could taste the rage and the need for revenge. But how did a man avenge himself against someone who was dead?


  “He got off a lucky shot.” Tulsa flexed his hand as he rolled up his shirtsleeve.


  No luck, nohow. Skill. Cold-blooded warriors. Fergus and his saddle partners had never had much trouble finding a few travelers who could be separated from their money. They’d loiter around town, watch for people heading out into the back country, then ride ahead and lie in wait. They picked folks who were passing through so no one noticed when they didn’t come back to town, and wherever they were going, if people there missed them, they didn’t know where to start hunting.


  But today they’d bought into the wrong fight and it had cost his brother’s life.


  Tulsa’s arm worked, and no bones looked broken. But a shot like that would keep Tulsa laid up for a few days. He wouldn’t be any good for shooting for a while. And Tulsa was a crack shot. With Curly dead, they were out of action for a while.


  “The one you’re talking about, that went over the cliff, had himself a mighty nice Winchester,” Tulsa muttered. “We won’t get to strip nothin’ offa him.”


  “He screamed like a girl when he fell.” It fed a hungry place in Fergus’s gut to listen to a grown man scream.


  “I don’t like him getting away with his gun, even if he did die for his trouble.” Tulsa pulled out a handkerchief and tried to tie it around his bleeding arm, his eyes blazed with hate.


  Fergus thought of his brother. They’d been riding the outlaw trail together for near twenty years. “I want to go down there and make sure he’s got nothing left. Not a dime in his pocket and not a bullet in his belt.” Fergus ran his hand over the bandolier belts he strapped across his chest and kept filled with bullets. There were empty spaces now, but Fergus would refill them soon. He liked having a lot of firepower close to hand.


  Fergus turned from the people they’d killed, sprawled on the ground, including a woman, and looked at the cliff. They haunted this area and they’d turned the bottom of that cliff into a graveyard. If they wanted that sharpshooting cowpoke’s rifle and money, they’d have to climb down to get it. A chill rushed up Fergus’s back when he thought of going down there. Death wasn’t something Fergus worried about much. Not his and not anyone else’s. But he didn’t want to wade into a graveyard where nobody’d bothered to dig holes.


  A graveyard he’d created. They’d been throwing their victims over that cliff for three years.


  The sick fear made Fergus feel like a yellow belly, and that didn’t sit well. So maybe he ought to go down and see his handiwork. “We’ll have to go a roundabout way to get down there then hope we find the cowpoke’s body. Some of that drop is sheer, but there are enough trees his body could have snagged anywhere.”


  They made their way down to where their day’s work lay bleeding into the dirt. The three of them had made a good living on the fools who passed this way. Now there were only two of them.


  There was talk about sending armed men into Yellowstone to protect the visitors, and that would settle the whole area. But nothing had come of it so far. And while they dithered, Fergus lived mighty high on the hog.


  But he’d just paid one ugly price for his easy living. His brother was dead.


  Two


  Sally slapped into a branch. It scraped her belly and she clawed, but the branch snapped.


  On. Falling.


  Down. Slowed by the tree but not stopped, just beaten and dropped. Slapped and let go. Battered and bleeding and falling, hurdling, plunging.


  That cliff had been sky high. Now she’d return to earth. Trees grew parallel to the cliff. She skidded between tree and stone, slashing through the skinny top branches, slamming into thicker ones, only to hit the top of the next trees and their frail upper reaches.


  Twigs stabbed at her face and neck. She clawed at the trees, trying to find a way to stop, save herself. The branches she managed to grab broke, not even slowing her down as she plummeted toward the rocky ground far below. Another hard blow, this time to her back, as she tumbled. Then another and another.


  She rolled and slammed her stomach into a thicker branch. For a second she stopped. A pine treetougher than the aspens snagged on a buckle. She fought for a hold. The branch tilted. The needles tore at her flesh. The sheer cliff was within her grasp, but too smooth to find a handhold.


  Sliding toward the rock wall, for a second she was pinned. Solid, sheer rock on one side, bristling pine bowed but unbroken.


  Her head swung down as she hung from her belly. Her hands scrambled for a solid hold on the tree or the granite. Fingernails ripped at unforgiving rock. Her flesh shredded on prickly pine.


  As she dangled, her eyes blinked open and she looked straight into the startled face of a man. A man perched in a nearby tree like a two-hundred-pound squirrel.


  The horror on his face told her, even in an instant, that he’d seen her fall. He knew he was watching someone die. He shouted and reached for her. But he might as well have been a mile away. There was too much distance between them.


  Sally had one heartbeat to know he wasn’t part of the shooting from overhead. Her second heartbeat held pity for him. He was watching something ugly. Something no rational human being would want any part of.


  She knew she didn’t want any part of it.


  “God, have mercy,” she cried out to the Lord and also to this man. It was almost as if their souls touched in that single look.


  In those fleeting seconds she let herself be completely alive. Looking into the man’s eyes, probably the last human being she’d ever see, was as powerful as any moment of her life.


  Even as she clawed at the branch, it slipped through her buckle. She knew unless she got ahold of something solid, she was going to be with God this very day in heaven, because she still had a long way to fall and a hard meeting with the ground.


  With her eyes, she told that man good-bye, told the whole world good-bye. She regretted knowing how her family would grieve. Pa would blame himself. Ma would hurt nearly to death. Mandy would have no one to take care of her. Beth would relive this and want so desperately to help. Laurie would cry. Her little brothers would want to.


  Her weight tore her loose from the ponderosa pine and she plunged. She hit sturdier branches with a sickening thud, face down. The air slammed out of her lungs. The tree gave again and she fell, hit and fell, hit and fell. The rock on her right grated her skin. The tree on her left seemed to take pleasure in its slapping leaves, occasional sharp needles, and harsh, scraping bark. The world set out to do every bit of harm it knew.


  She had no idea how far she fell, if it was for a long time or if the world had just slowed down as she plunged to her death. And then the ground, rushing toward her. Nowhere left to fall.


  A sudden blow wiped it all away.
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  Logan McKenzie slapped one hand to his Colt six-shooter when he heard the gunfire.


  Of course it was gone. Left on his horse rather than climb a tree with it. Nothing much to shoot in a tree.


  He looked up, not sure what he’d do with the gun from here anyway.


  The shooting went on and on. He was no hand at such things, but he knew there were a lot of guns. Something terrible was happening up there.


  A sudden, terrible crack of branches drew his eyes still above him but lower. Something coming straight for him.


  He caught the branch of his tree and swung himself aside only seconds before a huge form hit right where he’d been sitting.


  As it plunged past, he recognized it. A horse.


  Dear Lord God, what is happening?


  More shattering branches. More gunfire.


  This time, whatever fell wasn’t so close. He turned to face whatever was next.


  Another horse. It whinnied, terrified. Horrified.


  The sight of that huge brown body plunging past him was sickening, shocking. A sight burned in his brain he would be forced to live with for the rest of his life.


  Logan’s prayers grew and spread.


  The gunfire went on.


  No way to go up without going down first. Logan dropped his sketchbook and pencil and rushed, hand over hand, to the ground far, far below. He’d descended no more than a dozen feet when he heard something else falling toward him and turned to see, to dodge.


  A woman slammed into a branch of a tree next to him. Only a few yards away. Her belt snagged on something and she hung, stopped in her fall for a precarious second. The space between them wasn’t far … just too far. There was no way to reach her.


  Logan cried out in anguish, and she looked right into his eyes.


  A terrified, beautiful woman. Long blond hair trailed and tangled with the branches. All of her terror passed between them.


  The world stopped spinning. She let him into her soul through her eyes. Shared her pain, terror, regret.


  The connection was unlike anything Logan had known. She handed her life to him in that frozen moment. Endowed him with her beating heart and her gasping lungs. Left them to him like an inheritance as if she knew, seconds from now, she’d no longer need them.


  She even somehow let him know she was sorry. Sorry to be dying and sorry he’d been forced to witness it.


  He moved to get to her, save herthough the space between the trees made it impossible. He knew it. She knew it.


  Farther down maybe. If she hung for a few more minutes he could get across.


  The limb that held her snapped and she fell.


  “No!” Dropping hand over hand, he raced down the tree. It cut at his hands and tore at his clothes as if the tree itself was trying to stop him. He tried to follow the woman with his eyes.


  She’d vanished after the horses.


  The tree clawed his hands. Like all of nature, it could punish someone who wasn’t careful, and he wasn’t at all. The urgency was too huge.


  His prayers weren’t words anymore, just groans too deep for words. Screams of regret that he didn’t utter aloud. Desperate longing that he could get to her. Save her. But it was too late, far too late.


  He tore a layer of skin off his right forearm as he went down and down and down. The branches got wider and sturdier. He noticed but ignored the fire in his hands from the scraping bark.


  When he hit the ground, he skidded along the steep ground, mostly on his backside, descending, slamming into the tall, slender aspens that covered this mountainside. Looking everywhere for the woman.


  Because he skidded right past it, he grabbed at the sketchbook he’d dropped, barely aware that his hand had closed over it.


  There she was! Covered in blood. Lying motionlesscertainly deadagainst a pile of talus rock gathered by avalanches over centuries.


  Swallowing hard, shocked by an urge to cry, mourn her, Logan kept moving, the sight of her terrified eyes burning in his head like a red-hot iron. He felt bound to her, even in her death. Their eyes meeting was the most intimate thing Logan had ever shared with another human being. He’d be haunted by that unspoken scream for helphelp he hadn’t givenfor the rest of his life.


  He needed to see to her burial. As he slid and ran toward her, he planned to see if she carried anything with a name on it. He could tell her people what had become of her. Try to explain what had happened to her, though he had no idea.


  He ran, slipped on some loose rock, and ended up sliding, head first, belly down, right up to her side. He rolled sideways so he wouldn’t skate into her, careened into a pile of rocks, and came to a sudden, stunning halt. He scrambled on his hands and knees to her side.


  Her face was covered in blood. She had on chaps and a leather jacket. Men’s clothing. Shredded and tattered but protected by the rugged clothing far more than she’d have been in gingham and petticoats.


  God, the poor soul, bless her. Take her into Your arms.


  He reached a shaking hand to press against the blood-soaked front of her shirt, to feel for a heartbeat. Before he even touched her, her chest rose and he snatched his hand back. She was alive.


  Logan looked upforeverto where she’d fallen. The top of this cliff wasn’t visible with the many trees in the way. Logan remembered the gunfire. It was well no one could see down here.


  He turned back to her. She lay flat on her back, arms outstretched. Her hair spread wild and white-blond in all directions. Her face was covered in blood. He thought of Wise Sister, his housekeeper. She knew healing, but he was miles and miles from his home and Wise Sister’s help.


  Stopping her bleeding was within his skill. Logan stripped off his buckskin jacket and cast it aside, glad for the warm day. Then he tore his shirt off so fast he popped a few buttons. He tried to rip it in half, but the sturdy fabric wouldn’t give.


  He snatched the knife out of his boot. As he did, Logan noticed a fetid smell. For some reason the smell poked at him like a warning of danger, as if he wasn’t already enough on edge.


  He shook off the strange tension caused by that scent and cut through his shirt’s tough bottom hem, then ripped it in two up to the back of the neck. He needed the knife again to get through that. Then he formed a pad of cloth. Because the woman was so still, he spoke, if only to keep himself company. “I’m going to just press on the fastest bleeding wound on your forehead.”


  Pausing, he knew he was wasting time speaking to her. But it pushed down his fear of harming her. “I won’t move you at all. Just let me staunch the blood. We don’t want you losing any more, now do we? I’d say you’ve got the amount you need in your veins and we shouldn’t waste a drop of it.”


  A second rivulet appeared out of a spot farther back on her head. He used a corner of the cloth pad to stop that.


  The woman was wearing an outlandish getupmen’s clothing from top to bottombut Logan thanked God for whatever had prompted her to dress this way. The top button of her broadcloth shirt was torn away, and he caught a glimpse of pink ribbon right at the hollow of neck. Somehow that pleased him, though he had no idea why it should.


  A closer look and he saw a little scar, tiny but nasty looking, right at her throat, as if someone had stabbed her in the neck. What in the world had caused that? And how had she managed to survive it?


  As he knelt there, pressing gently but firmly on the worst of her cuts, he had time to study her and saw a rifle on her back. He noticed the strap holding it there and that the buckle, right at gut level on her left, was smashed. A flattened bullet protruded from the metal. A bullet that would have killed her if the strap hadn’t stopped it.


  A small breeze kicked up, swirled around him, and stirred up that smell again. He looked around while he pressed on the woman’s wounds. There were dense woods all around the pile of avalanched rocks. The smell seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.


  Death.


  Old death.


  How old was this avalanche? There were slides like this all over in the mountains, and it was a normal thing to come upon shale slides blocking a trail. Logan had done enough reading about land formations in the Rockies that he knew it was called talus. Most likely this slide of broken rock fragments was recent and it had killed an animal as it swept down.


  He did his best to ignore the stench and fussed with the wounds until he’d stopped all the bleeding he found. He’d been forced to work at his father’s side as a child and knew a bit about doctoring. She should have stitches on these largest cuts, and a quick check showed him no broken bones that he could find. As for her insides, her spine, her neck, who could say what damage had been done?


  “I’d say you’re all fixed up now, except you’re still out cold.” Kneeling by her side, he watched her breath, and then he watched some more.


  “I don’t think I dare to move you. But then I don’t really dare leave you lying here, either.” He glanced up that cliff. No more gunfire. His fingers itched for his Colt and he took an oath then and there to never walk away and leave it in his saddlebag again. But he had her rifle if there was trouble.


  “My horse is just down the hill a ways, picketed on grass. This hill turns much flatter about a hundred yards down past these trees. I could take you home.” Her chest rose and fell a bit more deeply. He pressed a hand against her wrist and found a steady pulse. He’d been trained to the extent his father could jam knowledge into his stubborn head. But for the most part back then, he’d daydreamed about the great outdoors and wondered about the next picture he’d paint. And now, when doctoring skills might save a young woman’s life, he was stuck here with a sketchbook and little else.


  “If you’ve got parts inside broken up, you’d be getting weaker, and you don’t seem to be.” He didn’t know what he was talking about. Still, it stood to reason. “You seem to be all in one piece. No unnatural twists in your arms and legs.” Of course her arms and legs were completely covered. “I’ll bet you’d be fine if I hauled you on a long horseback ride.”


  Her response was as expected. Total silence.


  Logan stared at her, willing her to come back to him, answer him. Praying she would. He really wasn’t much good for anything but drawing pictures. And, though he definitely excelled at that, it was a foolish mission in life, or so his father said. And in many ways Logan agreed. The only real reason he didn’t stop was because he couldn’t.


  “I think, from the look of you, you’d consider my drawing as foolishness, too. Although I suppose your clothing is a bit foolish for a woman, so maybe you understand someone who’s a little different. Of course you’ve chosen clothing that is, above all else, practical. So I suspect you’re dead set on being practical.” Logan sighed. She’d be as annoyed with his painting as Father.


  He could do nothing other than stay, keep a vigil over her. She’d wake up or she’d die. The thought hurt deep in his chest, and Logan prayed silently for a long while, hoping up here in the mountains they were just a bit closer to God in heaven. That was foolishness, too, because God was right inside Logan’s heart no matter the altitude.


  “What happened up there, anyway?” Logan looked up, up, up. There’d been no shout from above. No one climbed down to search for this young woman. Of course, who could scale that slope to come down and check?


  And if someone did come, well, would that be good or bad? There’d been a lot of gunfire up there. “Which usually means good guys and bad guys. No way of saying whether someone coming down here had it in mind to make sure you’re dead or to save you if you’re alive.”


  Although if someone was worried about her being alive, there should have been a shout or two. Calling her name. It didn’t bode well for whoever had been with her. He looked down at her.


  Her eyes flickered open.


  He scrambled on hands and knees and bent over her.


  “All dead.”


  He read her lips more than heard her. He leaned down to within an inch of her, hoping to catch any other words she uttered.


  “Shot. Dry-gulchers. God, have mercy.” The young woman reached to her side with a trembling hand and fumbled for the muzzle of her rifle. The muzzle barely showed by her right hip. The butt was visible above her left shoulder. She’d fallen all that way, was only semiconscious, yet her first act was to reach for her weapon.


  “I’ll protect you.” He said it and knew it was an oath before God. “I’ll take care of you and see you get home.”


  Logan was no gunman, no cowboy, no mountain man. He hunted elk … to draw them. He would rather sketch a grizzly bear than shoot it for its hide. The wild things seemed to know that and leave him alone. But he’d been living in a hard land for three years and he’d learned a few things. Wise Sister and her husband, Pierre Babineau, had seen to it.


  Wise Sister, the wizened Shoshone woman who tended to his home, was in charge of putting meat on the table, and she did her job well. Logan didn’t concern himself with how.


  “Can you move?”


  The young woman blinked at him, and her beautiful blue eyes focused a bit as if she were trying to force herself to understand.


  Logan pointed upward. “You fell from way up there. I can’t get you back up there, not without about a full day of winding around. If I did get you up there, we wouldn’t want to see what happened. And there might be danger if we rode that way.” Logan would have faced it if he’d been alone. But with this young woman, so injured, there was no possible way.


  The woman stared at his lips as if focusing every ounce of her efforts on comprehension.


  It made Logan overly aware of his lips for some odd reason. “I’m going to take you to my cabin. It’s a long ride. We’ll be pressed to get there before dark. But it’s the opposite way from whatever trouble happened up on that mountaintop. I’ve got a woman at home who is a Shoshone healer. She’ll help take care of you.”


  “Help?” The woman lifted the hand that had reached for her gun and rested it on his upper arm.


  Logan smiled at the life that seemed to burn like blue fire out of her eyes. She was a tough one, all right. Maybe she had been up there alone. Maybe that’s why no one had come. Dry-gulchers, she’d said. All dead. Maybe she’d been referring to her horse. Horses, there’d been two. But maybe one was a pack animal. He glanced around and didn’t see either of them. Either they’d fallen farther down the mountain or gotten stuck higher up.


  Such violence, such a waste of life. He knew that nature was full of violence. Bears ate fish. Mountain lions ate deer. Wolves ate rabbits and a pack could pull down an elk. Yes, there was violence out here and he respected that as the way of nature. But only man killed senselessly.


  “I’m going to carry you to my horse now, miss.” He looked down at her and wondered if she could think clearly enough to tell him her name. “I’m Logan. Logan McKenzie.”


  “Logan?” Her eyes blinked slowly and she stared at him as if her vision was blurred and nothing she saw made sense.


  “What’s your name?”


  She might have been carrying papers in one of her manly pockets. Those would tell her name. But Logan hadn’t gotten around to searching her before she awoke, and now that she was conscious, he certainly wasn’t going to be frisking her. She just might be able to get to that gun. He didn’t underestimate her.


  “SSally.”


  She definitely sounded like the West. Her few words carried a drawl that was in stark contrast to the clipped tones and upper crust accent and snooty vocabulary he’d been raised with in New York City. His voice set him apart and he’d been trying to learn Western lingo. Learning the culture fed his art.


  “I’m Sally Mc”


  A low growl cut off her words and pulled Logan’s gaze up.


  Wolves. Three of them, crouched low, barely visible in a clump of quaking aspen trees just across the talus slide.


  Ah yes, violence in nature indeed. They smelled the blood. Or they smelled whatever scent of death lingered at this place.


  “Rifle. Get my … my Winchester.”


  Logan was more inclined to get his sketchbook. They were beautiful creatures. But one of the wolves inched forward, ears lying back, looking ready to attack.


  Logan slid his hand behind her neck and lifted her carefully to ease Sally’s rifle off her back. She reached for it but he stood, the heavy iron steady and familiar in his hands. He realized just how much he’d learned in his years in the wild and how little he fit with the people back East, where he spent his winters.


  “Are there more of you?” He raised his voice, hoping the wolves would back off. Wondering if there might be more than these three. Hiking and studying nature had taught him that a pack was usually larger. Although in the summer they weren’t as likely to gather in large groups.


  The wolf wasn’t impressed with his shouting and inched closer.


  He cocked the rifle, a Winchester ‘73 like Babineau favored, aimed at the nearest really fat tree, and pulled the trigger.


  The animals vanished as swiftly and silently as wraiths.


  Wise Sister had scolded him when he’d admitted he often left his Colt in his saddlebag. This proved her right. He should keep it close to hand. Of course, he usually didn’t hang around in the forest soaked in blood.


  “You missed.” The woman, Sally Mac, tried to sit up, levering herself forward with one elbow as if to wrest her rifle from his hands.


  “No reason to kill them.” He admired tenacity, and Sally had a bundle of it.


  “They’re wolves, what … other … reason d’you … n-need?”


  Logan smiled. “You seem to be recovering.” He remembered how she’d carried the weapon. He’d do the same. He slung it over his own shoulders, adjusted it like she’d had it, then crouched and eased his arms under her.


  He hiked long miles and was prone to climbing trees and rocks and wading in fast-moving streams to experiment with angles on a painting, so he was fit enough. And she didn’t weigh much anyway. He carefully lifted.


  She gasped in pain.


  “I’m sorry.” He looked down at her and she quickly suppressed the sound, closing her eyes as if she’d shamed herself with that sound of pain. He began walking, careful to jostle her the least possible amount.


  He skirted the avalanche, taking a longer but more easily hiked path to the lower grassland where he’d picketed his horse. As he reached the end of the talus, he passed through a thick stand of trees and kept his ears and eyes open for any sign of the wolves. None jumped him. And then he stopped, the shock so sudden he jerked poor Sally Mac and squeezed another gasp out of her.


  Her eyes flew open. “What?” Then she looked in the direction he was staring, shouted, and struggled against his grip.


  “No, stay still. There’s nothing we can do for him.” If it was a him. A … skull. A human skull, someone obviously long dead. Logan thought of the wolves and looked more closely at the skull. It was possible it hadn’t been so very long.


  “That one?” Sally pointed away from the skull Logan stared at.


  Logan gave her a startled glance then followed the direction of her eyes and saw another skull. As his vision widened, he saw a bone … likely a human arm but possibly not. Logan didn’t want to believe he stood in the middle of a ghastly burial ground.


  Then he looked back, all the way up to where he’d heard the gunfire.


  Three


  I’m not riding down there.” Tulsa rubbed his arm. The man was always moving, nervous, with weasel eyes. Fergus got tired of it, but Tulsa didn’t miss much and that was a worthy skill. But without Curly around, Fergus found Tulsa wearing on his nerves worse than usual.


  Fergus had torn strips of cloth off the dead woman’s skirts and saw just how deep that gouge was that cut Tulsa’s forearm. No doctor around to make pretty stitches so Tulsa was going to have an ugly scar to remember taking his first bullet, and that was if the wound didn’t turn septic and kill him.


  “I am. That cowpoke killed my brother. I’m hunting up what’s left of him and taking it for myself.” Fergus was so sick of Tulsa’s whining he had a very pleasant daydream about putting a bullet in the man. He restrained himself. He didn’t want to ride these hills alone. Three had been the perfect number for waylaying those who came riding through.


  “Long trip down for a rifle.” Tulsa turned back to stripping their victims of valuables. Tulsa was skin and bones, except for a potbelly. His legs were so bowed no one had to say out loud he’d been next thing to born on horseback and wasn’t a man to walk when he could ride. He was a hard man for all his whining, and a dead shot. He’d never been so much as scratched before. That creasing bullet had cut into his pride as much as his arm.


  Fergus could use that. “If you ain’t in, I reckon I’ll meet up with you in town later. It don’t sit right to not take somethin’ back after that no-account killed Curly Ike and shot you. He might have a few dollars in his pocket.”


  “Lookee here.” Tulsa pulled a fat envelope out of a saddlebag. Money, paper money, spilled out and Tulsa hurried to grab it. Then he looked up at Fergus. “Two horses went over with that cowpoke.”


  The horses that had lived had run off. Fergus saw one far down the trail that had stopped to graze. Those saddlebags looked fat, too.


  “It’s a rich group.” Fergus’s eyes narrowed as he added up the wealth he’d have if every saddlebag had this kind of money. “By the time we round up that horse down there, we’ll be halfway to the bottom of this cliff anyway. I say we go down there and have a look around.”


  Tulsa frowned, greed warring with his desire to do as little work as possible. Then a gunshot rang out from far below.


  They both rushed to the edge of the cliff but could see nothing.


  “Whoever you shot must have survived the bullet and the fall.” Tulsa scowled. “We’ve never had anyone live to go to the sheriff before.”


  Fergus looked at the dead horse beside him. “We can’t hoist this horse over the ledge, so someone’s gonna see we’ve left trouble on this trail.”


  “We have us a stake, ‘specially if we find good money in the other saddlebags.” Tulsa’s eyes slid back and forth like a sneaky ferret. “We might want to move out for a while. Take it easy. We might have enough to have an easy-livin’ winter in San Francisco.”


  “And we’ll let this trail cool down for a while.” The bitter loss of his brother was almost forgotten as Fergus counted the money he might well find in the saddlebags at the bottom of this cliff. “When our cash runs out, we’ll come on back. Plenty of curious folks comin’ into the area. Most head for those geysers in Yellowstone, but there are always a few fools that come up here.”


  The two men exchanged a harsh, greedy laugh.


  Tulsa shoved the last sightseer toward the edge of that cliff. Then they both set out to take a much longer but less deadly way down.
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  Logan heard something coming. Falling.


  It stopped overhead and there was no more sound. But he suspected it was another member of this woman’s party being tossed over the edge. Only the fact that she’d fallen had saved her life. If she’d been up on that trail, wounded, they’d have finished her off and cast her over. “Were there many with you up there?”


  “Yes. All dead. All but me.” Her head sagged against him, her cheek resting on his chest, as if the last of her strength was spent.


  Logan needed to stay and bury the dead. A white bleached bone was only a few feet away from him on this crude burial ground. The men who had attacked Sally were savages worse than the most vicious wolves.


  Logan knew he had no choice about walking away. He had to see to the living. Between the wolves and the wounded woman, Logan could do nothing but go on. He knew now why the wolves stalked this area in a pack. There was an unnatural supply of food.


  Sickened, Logan began walking with his delicate cargo. He’d come back. Identify these bodies if possible and inform their families. Then report this to the authorities.


  What authorities? There was no law out here. The place was almost completely empty, though travelers to Yellowstone had increased the chance of a few wanderers coming down these mountain trails. A fact evil men had no doubt discovered.


  Logan suspected these men loitered around town and followed sojourners into the wilderness. That would explain how they knew where to position themselves to waylay people.


  A perfect place for lawlessness of the worst sort.


  He picked up his speed, heading for his picketed horse. Hoping he wasn’t hurting Sally. But considering the wolves, both animal and human, which would have definitely been on her had she been alone, getting out of here was about the only real choice he had.


  Settling in to take the long strides he’d learned while hiking miles and miles in these rugged, beautiful, wooded mountains, he glanced down and saw that her eyes had closed. Passed out again.


  Regret hit him hard. He’d hurt her. Holding her closer was his only way to apologize. He walked along with painful care and prayed over her, and for the others who had died here.


  They were beyond help. She had a chance.


  A wild cry overhead pulled his eyes upward and diverted him from the brutal ugliness he’d just encountered. He stopped to drink in the eagle soaring, playing on the wind, lifting and falling, wheeling and diving. Majestic and free and glorious.


  Dear Lord God, bless the souls of those who died here. Help me protect this young woman from the dangers in this beautiful creation of Yours.


  His throat ached with the beauty of it. With the beauty of this entire, spectacular corner of the earth. He could stay here and draw forever. And he just might.


  Looking back down at the battered woman, he saw past the blood to how perfect her face was. Bone structure that sang to his artist’s heart as surely as the victorious eagle above. Blond hair that had fallen out of a braid. That little pink bow peeking out. The cruel scar at her throat.


  Why was she dressed like a man? He wondered about it, but he didn’t object to it in the least. He believed in letting people live their own lives, in their own way. It’s what he’d wanted desperately from his father.


  He reached the clearing and breathed a sigh of relief to see his horse, a sturdy brown gelding, still there, cropping grass. A vision of peacefulness in this valley of the shadow of death. Beyond the horse he saw the white-capped mountains.


  A flicker in his artist’s heart made him wonder if he should paint the ugliness of nature, too. There was no power in art if it wasn’t honest. Logan wanted to do work that mattered, that lasted. But the ugliness of what he’d seen back there in that talus slide was a depth of ugliness Logan didn’t believe would fit in the artistic world. He’d consider it. Wolves, death, murder. It would be drawing tragedy and sin and hate. Did God give him this gift and hope he’d use it in such a way? Logan couldn’t decide.


  His father’s oft-repeated opinion that Logan was wasting his life echoed and taunted. His father saw death, fought for life, and even if he lost, went on to fight again.


  Was Logan less courageous than his father? Was choosing to draw his pictures a way to run from the ugly side of life? Logan had always believed he was showing courage to follow this leading from God, but maybe he was, in fact, a coward. All of this doubt assaulted him as he approached his horse in this wild setting.


  Logan looked back at the perfect beauty of his sleeping patient. How his father would tease him about trying to doctor someone after Logan had turned his back on the profession. Now Logan wished he’d at least listened more. Then he’d know better what to do. Instead, he’d spent his childhood with his head in the clouds. Drawing and dreaming. And now, when a bit of medical knowledge would possibly save a life, he had none.


  He let her beauty pull him away from the ugliness he’d seen. He wanted to paint her. Use his precious oils to catch the color of her white-yellow hair and sapphire eyes and the depth of the soul he’d seen as she hung in a tree just past his reach.


  Later. But it would happen.


  He would paint her face. He rarely did portraits, but this one he must do.


  He laid her down on the ground carefully, saddled his gelding, and mounted with Sally cradled in his arms. He gave the animal a gentle kick.


  The horse knew the way home, even though it was hours and hours away. The old boy was fat with grass, but he knew there’d be a bait of oats waiting so he moved along with little guidance.


  Which left Logan free to give all his attention to the beautiful Buckskin Angel that had fallen from above to land in need of his care.


  The Rocky Mountains truly were a land of contrasts.


  Near miraculous beauty … and murder.


  Four


  Where’s Sally?” Mandy’s heart sank as she saw Sidney alone in the buggy.


  She’d expected Luther and Buff back days ago with her little sister. Sidney tended to make his trips to town stretch to a week. Luther and Buff could make it in two brutally hard days. Now, after days of tension that had stretched her temper tight as a fiddle string, Sidney had returned with no Sally and no Luther and Buff.


  Mandy looked at the two men who rode behind Sidney. His bodyguards. Bodyguards were as ridiculous as the house Sidney was building.


  She ignored the hammering going on behind her. Men were hard at work building Sidney’s ridiculous mansion, thanks to all that ridiculous gold.


  “Sally wasn’t there, but there was a message from her.” Sidney, who’d gained weight steadily since he’d found his gold, lumbered down from his ornate buggy, its sides gray instead of proper black. Just as Sidney’s suit was gray and Mandy’s dress. The gray was custom-made and far more expensive than a black buggy. It was like the man was looking for someone to overcharge him. “Luther and Buff left town ahead of me to meet her. There was a note saying they’d left the train and would be coming from a different direction. I expected to find them all here.”


  Mandy had to fight back a cry of disappointment. “It’s not like Sally to let anything delay her.”


  “There was a letter from Texas. From your ma and pa.” Sidney smiled his superior smirk that told her how little he cared for her parents. Then he reached his plump, dimpled hand into the inner pocket of his suit with deliberately taunting slowness and produced a tattered envelope. Opened.


  It was all Mandy could do not to go after him with the butt of her Winchester. Just like every day.


  She controlled the urge with little effort. With practice, a woman could learn to do almost anything. “Does the letter say she’ll be late?”


  The letter Sidney carried had been written to her and her alone. Her parents always wrote the letters with only Mandy’s name on the outside. Their way of being stubborn about the fact she’d married a man who already had a wife … almost.


  Not that Mandy had known that at the time.


  And the wife had, after all, been dead.


  Not that Sidney had known that at the time.


  Still, even without his name on the letter, Sidney always opened it and read it on his way home from town.


  Mandy had her teeth clenched behind her smile.


  “The letter is old, sent before Sally started out. We have worthless mail delivery out here.” Sidney shook his head and sniffed in a way that made people dislike him. People including her.


  How could Sidney think they’d have mail delivery when he picked a house site at the top of a mountain slope? He didn’t expect it, not really. He just liked sneering.


  Sidney tossed the reins of his team of grays to the taller of his two bodyguards. Bodyguards, what nonsense. A man guarded his own body out West.


  These two were tough men, Mandy had no doubt, but they rarely spoke, and she didn’t like what she saw in their eyes, cruelty and arrogance and sometimes, when they fastened on her, something ugly. Something that made her keep her rifle close to hand day and night.


  “They’ll be here soon. It’ll be nice to have some company.” He might even mean it. Sidney rarely covered his feelings. A fact Mandy deeply regretted.


  A stiff upper lip sounded like heaven. Rather than jump up and down and start screaming and fretting over the delay or worrying over her missing little sister, Mandy just kept smiling. Sidney didn’t like her all worked up. Pleasant, calm, polite, restrained. Above all restrained. She’d become a master at restraint almost equal to her sharpshooting.


  And at night, if she had the occasional dream about her hands wrapped around Sidney’s flabby neck, well, she never actually touched the man, so no harm was done. In fact, it was possible that’s why God had created dreams.


  “Pa’s home!” Little Angela came charging out of the cabin. Just past two, she was a fireball. Lively and bright and full of sass. And dressed in gray.


  She reminded Mandy of her sister Laurie so much it was like a constant ache in her throat. Mandy had a big hand in raising Laurie, so turning all her love to this little tyke was a simple task indeed.


  Angela ran straight past Mandy to her pa.


  Sidney caught Angela up in his arms with a grunt of effort. “Hello, sweetie. I’ve got a surprise for you from town.” Being wealthy had agreed with Sidney to a certain extent. Being a kingat least in his own mindsuited him right down to the ground.


  A loud cry from their cabin turned Mandy’s attention. She looked over her shoulder at the small but adequate cabin Sidney had paid someone else to build before he figured out just how much money he really had.


  Little Catherine was awake. Hungry no doubt. Mandy needed to get her weaned before the next one came. But with both of their milk cows dried up, waiting to calf, milk was scarce up here in the high-up hills where Sidney seemed determined to live.


  Luther and Buff would have brought supplies from town, but they’d been focused on picking up Sally. Then, since she hadn’t arrived, it appeared that they’d turned their attention to figuring out why.


  Which would leave the supplies to Sidney. Who came home empty-handed.


  He stood Angela back on her two wobbly feet, handed her a licorice stick, and shooed her away like an unwelcome fly. But he had hugged her nicely first.


  “Can I read the letter, Sidney? While I see to Catherine?” Mandy used exactly the correct tone. Not over eager. Pleasant, restrained, restrained, restrained.


  Mandy adjusted the rifle strapped on her back. She’d begun to leave it off occasionally after their first year out here. Hung it over the door in the tidy little cabin. Then Sidney had struck it rich and hired his bodyguards with their watchful, hungry eyes, and she’d clung to it, either within grabbing distance inside or strapped on her back outside. She even slept with it beside her bed.


  The taller of the two men gave her a long look behind Sidney’s back, and Mandy was grateful that she was in an advanced state of pregnancy. Sidney had kept her in that state ever since they’d gotten married.


  But Mandy didn’t mind. Her daughters were the best part of her marriage. No contest.


  God protect me. And protect Sidney from me.


  She shouldn’t ask. It wasn’t properly restrained. But she couldn’t stop herself. “Sidney, did you remember to bring supplies from the general store?”


  Why they needed supplies when they were surrounded by mountains teeming with food was beyond Mandy, but she knew with Luther and Buff riding out to meet Sally and bringing her the rest of the way, there was only the food that she fetched with the business end of her rifle, or what Sidney brought from town. And going hunting when she was eight months into her confinement, with two toddlers in tow, was a bit much. Not that she hadn’t done it. The hunting was hard enough, but bleeding and gutting a deer, then hauling her catch home and butchering it taxed her right to the limit.


  Luther and Buff had left plenty of food. But that was before any of them knew about the men coming to build the new house even farther up the hill.


  Sidney, not a practical man at the best of times, had neglected to mention the work crews, who had arrived shortly after he left. All Sidney knew was there was always food on the table somehow and he ate his share and more with great enthusiasm. He had no personal curiosity about how it got there.


  “No, I didn’t have time for that, Mandy. I had business to see to. Important business.” Sidney came into possession of his kingly voice with little provocation. Mandy would have liked to shove that attitude of his right down his throat.


  “As if eating isn’t important?” Uh-oh. That was definitely not properly restrained.


  The baby cried again, louder. Mandy needed that letter before she settled in to feeding Catherine.


  Sidney’s eyes flashed in his puffy, pallid facetemper, always sullen, pouty. One more word from her, and he’d probably not speak to her for days. Oh, she was tempted. She was more than tempted.


  “Sidney, how am I supposed to feed five workmen, your bodyguards, plus our two children and you without food?”


  Sidney crushed her letter in his hand. Mandy felt as if he’d physically crushed her heart. What if he destroyed it? What if there was news? Beth was expecting a baby and Mandy knew it might have come by now.


  She thought about her rifle on her back in such a sinful way she was horrified. Restraint.


  God protect me from my temper. And mostly, protect Sidney from it.


  “I do everything around here.” Sidney lifted his fist, holding the letter in a tight ball, but Mandy could smooth it out easily. “I provide you with luxuries your father never dreamed of.”


  Sidney pulled a match out of his pocket. The man had taken to smoking expensive cigars since the gold mine had come in. So a match didn’t necessarily mean disaster. He could be planning to smoke.


  “I will not put up with your constant nagging.” Sidney struck the match and held it to the paper.


  “I’m sorry, Sidney. So sorry. I will never speak like that to you again.” She held her breath. Prayed. Her fingers had an actual itch on the tips and it would scratch them very nicely to grab her rifle. She wouldn’t shoot him of course. But just one well-placed butt stroke to the head


  “See that you don’t, woman. And get in the house. It’s not proper for you to flaunt yourself in front of the workmen. Will you never learn decent manners?” He very deliberately dropped the letter to the ground and stomped on it as he walked past her without looking at her.


  “Yes, Sidney, I’ll be right in.” She rushed for the letter and snatched it up. She looked up to see the bodyguards smirking at her.


  One, Cordell Cooter, who held the horses, was tall and thin and young. The other, Nils Platte, was stocky and older and hard. Both treated her with disdain to match Sidney’s. Although Cooter’s disdain was different. Mandy saw contempt in the eyes of both men, but Cooter’s contempt had more to it. Mandy couldn’t define it, but she knew it wasn’t decent and she knew she’d never want to be at Cooter’s mercy. Of course, she’d prefer not to be at Sidney’s mercy either, and here she was. It crossed Mandy’s mind that the two might one day be forced to protect Sidney from her.


  Angela grabbed onto her leg, and Mandy tried her best not to look devastated by Sidney’s humiliating treatment. But one look at little Angela’s expression told Mandy she’d failed. Her precious daughter had tears brimming in her eyes. She looked to her mama for comfort, and Mandy could barely find the strength to hold a frown off her face. She picked up her daughter and hugged her tight, smelling the fresh scent of her recently washed blond curls.


  Restraint. She had to learn restraint. Sidney knew too many ways to make her regret it if she didn’t.


  “Protect me, Lord,” Mandy whispered against her baby’s smooth, pretty pink cheeks. “Protect us both.”


  Catherine wailed inside. The baby kicked in Mandy’s belly. Angela’s tears spilled over. And Mandy restrained her temper, shoved the letter deep in the pocket of her gingham dress, and tried to figure out how to feed eleven people with bare cupboards.


  She was a good shot. And she had a vigorous garden. She’d manage.


  Being rich had turned out to be terribly hard work. Being married to a man who thought he was the King on the Mountain had turned out to be a nuisance.


  [image: ]


  “We shoulda met ‘em by now.” Luther looked sideways at Buff. Worry was riding them both hard. So hard Luther had spoken aloud what they both knew without words.


  “Just keep headin’ to meet ‘em. All we can do.” Buff pulled the crude map the colonel had sent along with the train, along with a note from Sally saying they’d cut days off the trip by heading cross country rather than riding all the way to Helena.


  “Could we have missed ‘em turning off the trail somewhere?” Luther reached for the map and studied it. “Or missed the place where their trail intersected with the trail from Helena to Mandy’s cabin?” Luther wasn’t much of a one for talking, but this needed to be hashed out before they rode another stepmaybe in the wrong direction. They were already inching along, studying sign. Sally should have been here by now.


  “Reckon they ran into trouble.” Buff stared down through the rugged country the colonel had said they were riding through to get a look at some of the scenery along the trail Lewis and Clark had ridden so long ago.


  “Only reason for ‘em to be this late.” Luther folded the map and kicked his horse forward, his stomach stomping on his guts as he thought of all that could go wrong in country this wild.
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