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Eden Caruthers never thought the day would
come that she’d return home to the beautiful but dangerous Nebraska
territory. Many times, she had wanted to but didn’t. While the
paralyzing harsh winters and the threat of attack by renegade
Indians might have been reason enough to keep her away, she had
needed to keep her distance from a cruel father, as well as the man
who broke her heart.

Now she was back. Times had changed. Indians
had resigned themselves to living on reservations. The eighteen
seventies promised a brighter future to those heading westward, in
part to the Transcontinental Railroad.

The tedious trip by train and then stagecoach
north to the town of Sweet Grove had taken a toll on her strength.
Yet, she wasted no time in renting a wagon and horse to finish the
journey to her home on the prairie.

As the midsummer sun warmed her cheeks, Eden
removed her bonnet and glanced at her surroundings. The barn, the
woodshed, the house all stood deserted. They appeared as tired as
she felt.

She studied her old house. The weathered wood
planks of the walls still appeared sound, the structure sturdy. How
different a house could look with paint. She thought of her aunt
and uncle’s white house with black shutters back in Boston.

The contrast of the two homes she had resided
in went beyond appearance. Everything about the people she lived
with had drastic effects on her disposition. If not for her aunt
and uncle’s generous hospitality and gentle ways, she would never
have realized the depths of her father’s meanness.

Slowly she climbed from the wagon seat and
glanced at the marker on her father’s grave plot. She thought she
might feel sorrow. Instead, her father’s death lifted a weight of
fear from her shoulders. He hadn’t been part of her life for nearly
five years, yet that didn’t stop her from having nightmares of him
dragging her back home.

Eden looked up at Charlie still on the wagon.
She was thankful her son never knew an ounce of the mistreatment
she bore at the hands of her father.

“Be careful.” She tried not to hover over her
four-year-old as he shrugged off her help and climbed down from the
wagon on his own.

Turning her attention from him, back to the
house, she eyed it for problems that could possibly prevent them
from staying in it until she settled her deceased father’s affairs.
Some missing wood shakes on the roof meant she might find a few
leaks inside when it rained, but nothing that should stop them from
being comfortable.

A sudden breeze rattled a shutter and drew
her gaze to the window of her room. For a moment, she thought the
strangely familiar sound would force her to remember something good
about her childhood. Unfortunately, her best recollections always
vanished under her worst memories.

“Mama, there’s an Indian man riding this
way,” Charlie exclaimed as he climbed down from the wagon.

Eden spun around and looked to where he
pointed toward the western horizon. Gusts of wind across the
prairie threw dust in her eyes, blinding her from seeing what
Charlie did.

The cloudy afternoon, the distant rumble of a
storm, and the glare from the setting sun made it hard to focus as
well. She lifted her hand to shield her eyes and stared at the
fast-approaching lone rider.

“Do you think he’s dangerous?” Charlie
asked.

Eden didn’t answer—she couldn’t speak. A
long-suppressed emotion rose from her heart, choking her voice as
she stared at the shadowy image that took form. She placed her hand
on the side of the wagon for support. It didn’t stop the trembling
in her legs or the shiver of apprehension rolling along her
spine.

“Is he going to scalp us, Mother?” Charlie
moved closer, his hand sliding into hers.

She held tight, moving behind him and putting
her other hand on his shoulder. She found it hard to muster up
courage she didn’t feel.

Eden tried to keep her voice steady and
reassuring when she answered, “No, dear.”

Charlie’s fixation on the Indian prevented
him from noticing her rattled tone.

“What do you think he wants?” Charlie
whispered.

What wouldn’t she do to have a gypsy
fortuneteller’s crystal ball to know that answer? Since arriving
back in the Nebraska Territory and stepping off the stagecoach at
the trading post, she feared only one Indian—Brant Sullette. The
Chawi Pawnee half-breed threatened her sanity, not her safety. He
had been the one person she had longed to see. At the same time,
the person she dreaded to face.

A billow of dust swirled around the horse’s
legs as Brant reined in the animal. There was no man on Earth who
portrayed masculinity the way Brant did. The impressive sight of
him made her heart stall. Wide-shouldered with sunbaked skin, his
body rippled with muscle. But his stone-like facial features hinted
at nothing soft about him, not even his heart.

“He doesn’t look very happy,” Charlie
remarked.

Eden struggled to breathe. Words wouldn’t
come and her thoughts rolled like tumbleweeds in her head. The time
away from Sweet Grove had solved some of her problems, but not the
one giving her an imposing glare.

Brant’s stillness hinted something was more
wrong than her return. She didn’t dare think of why his severe look
blended anger and contempt into a neat package. It wasn’t how she
had envisioned meeting him again.

The heartache of him not wanting her often
brought Eden to tears.

Brant’s stare held her captive.

“Mama, shouldn’t we say something to him?”
Charlie interrupted her reflections. “Indians like it when people
give them stuff.”

She loved that Charlie had a kindness in him
like his father. But it saddened her to think she was the reason
that what he knew of Indians had come from dime novels her uncle
read to him. She should have told him more about his father’s
people. Explained to him they weren’t so different or dangerous
than any other race of people in the world.

“He’s also not wearing any war paint.”
Charlie sighed with more than a small hint of disappointment.

“The Chawi Pawnee won’t attack us, Charlie.
They are a peaceful tribe,” she whispered.

Eden swallowed, clearing the dryness from her
throat.

“Good afternoon, Brant.” She finally gave him
a polite nod, knowing they couldn’t stand there forever eyeing each
other like enemies.

Her immediate misgivings waned as his gaze
traveled the length of her. His slow inspection made her insides
quake.

She tried to think of something else to say.
Words would not come. Though she had a string of questions. How did
he know she was returning? Was he aware her father died? What did
he want?

Once Brant’s assessment stopped, danger
sparkled in his brown-eyed stare. A tremor threatened to buckle her
knees. She fought the quake and stiffened her limbs.

Her heart thumped harder. How many times in
the past five years had she dreamed about him wanting her? Feeling
the strength of his embrace? Hearing his words of adoration?

“You know him?” Charlie loosened his
hold.

She tried to answer, except the whimper
rising from the excitement in her soul threatened to embarrass
her.

Brant showed a powerful agility in his fluid
dismount. It put him on the ground in one swift motion. The
adorable boy she had fallen in love with had matured into a
handsome man. The love she’d kept locked away, threatened to pour
out in the form of tears. All she needed was one sign of welcome. A
smile, a kind hello, anything at all and she’d spill her heart of
all her closely guarded feelings.

“Hello, sir.” Charlie stepped forward,
displaying his courageous, trusting nature.

Eden tried to move. Brant’s spellbinding gaze
kept her feet fastened to the ground next to her father’s grave. He
dropped the reins of his horse and his solemn look lowered to
Charlie.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” Eden
wiped the back of her hand across her cheek, pushing aside the
escaping tears.

His gaze lingered on their son. Not saying
anything rattled her.

“Brant?”

The muscle in his jaw clenched and his gaze
lifted to her. Forced to make the first move, she managed to budge
a few inches toward him. She watched for the slightest indication
he was happy to see her. One sweet word of encouragement and she’d
rush to claim his embrace.

“I come for the boy.” His statement knocked
her back a step.

“My father told you?” She didn’t think her
father would ever mention her pregnancy to anyone since he sent her
away as if she’d committed the worst sin in the world.

Of course, Brant would want his son. But his
words weren’t what she expected to hear. She wanted him to announce
he had come for her. On the train, she went over what he’d say. On
the stagecoach, she dreamed of their first encounter. She yearned
to fling herself into his waiting arms and kiss him a thousand
times to make up for every second she had missed with him.

His cold tone dashed away those hopes. What
she had clung to over the years, became a childish dream.

So, Brant knew about Charlie. It actually
came as a relief. She had always wanted to tell him he had a son,
and yet, she also hated him for breaking her heart enough that she
thought she’d never divulge that treasured fact.

Brant came closer. His imposing size made her
tremble again.

“You had him for five years.” Brant reached
out and grabbed Charlie’s arm. “Now he goes with me.”

“No!” she screamed, horrified by his
demand.

“You have no say in this,” he insisted,
dragging Charlie away from her.

Eden lifted her skirt and hurried after him.
“You can’t take my son.” She positioned herself between Charlie and
Brant.

His arm remained stretched passed her,
keeping hold of Charlie.

“He doesn’t know you,” she cried, holding
Brant’s arm as if she had the strength to stop him from doing
whatever he wanted to do.

The muscle in his jaw clenched again and his
eyes narrowed on her. “And whose fault is that?”

“Brant, please. You can’t just take him from
me.” Desperation got the better of her to say anything to stop him.
“There are laws. The men in Sweet Grove, the soldiers at the fort
will—”

“They’ll not help a half-breed,” he
snapped.

Eden’s aunt and uncle never treated her son
as a half-breed. To them and to her he was an adorably bright and
energetic little boy. But that was Boston. They knew very little
about her life or her love. Brant Sullette went by his white man’s
name and Eden never told her aunt and uncle anything other than he
live with Indians.

Brant was right about the soldiers and the
men in Sweet Grove. No one would do anything to help her keep her
part Indian child. She was in the west where Indians were feared
and hated and dealt with as if rabid animals. Some would ever
suggest it was better for her if she gave up the boy.

She had been so naïve years ago. When she was
twelve and she befriended Brant, she never believed for a minute
the settlers would think of him as a savage. And while they
considered him ignorant because of what he was, and not who, she
foolishly thought schooling him could change their opinion. Yet,
the settlers still called him a heathen. And out of all of those
narrow-minded people, her father was the worst.

“Brant, please be reasonable.”

“Like you were by keeping him from me? Not
telling me?” He pushed her away and dragged Charlie to his
horse.

“Mother?” Charlie’s frightened voice
compelled her to advance.

Everything she had dreamed crashed into the
reality before her. Brant was not the same person she’d given her
heart to as a girl.

She grasped the front of his leather vest. “I
was hardly more than a child.”

His sudden deep breath coaxed her gaze to
where the loose laces let the soft leather part and her fingers
touch his chest. He grabbed her hand and pulled it free.

She stepped back, alarmed by the violent
warning in his eyes.

He turned away and hoisted Charlie onto the
saddled horse he had brought. The small horse stood tethered by a
lead rope tied to a metal ring on Brant’s saddle.

“Mother?” Charlie’s eyes watered.

Eden knew how he hated to cry. A prideful
trait she suspected he inherited from Brant.

“He won’t hurt you, my sweet boy.” She
hurried to reassure Charlie, putting her hand on his leg. “He’s
your father and he’d never do anything to harm you.”

Eden pressed her fingers to her lips to quell
the quivering.

Brant had hardened into a man she didn’t
know, didn’t understand. When they were friends, he had a kindness
that drew her to him. A generosity that made her feel like he’d
give her the world if
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