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Chapter 1



Montana Territory, 1887

Ordinarily, Ethan Sawyer wouldn’t have given a second thought to one of Newt Hullet’s men riding hell-bent-for-leather through the center of town; the rancher employed one of the rowdiest crews of Ethan’s acquaintance. Not a Saturday afternoon passed that the Hullet Bunch, as the Circle H hands were known throughout Roland, didn’t stir up a little bit of dust, a little bit of ire, and a whole lot of trouble.

But this wasn’t Saturday.

And Jim Tooley wasn’t just any of Hullet’s men.

The noise outside reached a level bordering on frenzy. Ethan set his swivel cutter down on the heavy pine work table strewn with strips of rawhide and carving tools, stamps and bevels, mallets and punches. He rose from the four-legged stool and headed toward the front of his shop, dodging a doweled rack that held pieces of leather he’d dampened and soaped, then hung out to dry. Beside it a sawhorse boasted the cantle and seat of one half-formed saddle.

Ethan parked himself at the full-sized window overlooking Main Street just as the Circle H foreman dismounted from a stocky piebald near the saloon. From the looks of it, the poor horse had been ridden fairly into the ground. His head bowed; his sides heaved; foam had formed a dripping beard under his muzzle. ...

What could be so all-fired important that Tooley would risk killing his prized cow pony to reach town?

Frowning, Ethan removed his heavy apron and hung it on a wall peg beside the door before stepping outside. Crisp, cool spring air hit him in the face, a welcome respite from the stuffy odors of soaps and leather and vegetable dyes permeating his workshop.

He paused on the plank walkway and watched through cool, assessing eyes as the crowd multiplied. Just about every settler and shop owner, tradesman and teamster in town that day dropped what he was doing to investigate Tooley’s arrival. Ethan couldn’t hear the foreman’s words, but whatever he had to say was getting folks plenty fired up.

Hooking his thumbs into his front pockets, Ethan strode with deliberate casualness across the rutted road bisecting town. No one paid him any mind as he circled the outer perimeter of the gathering, but he was used to that. In fact, most of these people had made it no secret that they wished he’d disappear altogether.

Sometimes Ethan wondered why he didn’t.

But he kept his expression impassive as he made his way around the fringe of the crowd to the front, where Tooley stood on the elevated boardwalk: the natty trousers, flannel shirt, and black vest on his wiry body carried a layer of Montana dirt; his sunken cheeks were red and chapped by dust and sun.

Bits and pieces of conversation filtering in from the crowd explained the foreman’s unexpected visit—it seemed there’d been another cougar attack on Hullet’s herd.

“I’m tellin’ ya, that cat took down a six-hunnerd-pound steer!” Tooley’s gravelly voice rose above the din.

Ethan leaned against a support post and scoffed under his breath. He didn’t doubt the attack. But a mountain lion taking down a six-hundred-pound steer? More like a two-hundred-pound calf. Everyone knew that Tooley exaggerated, though few ever called him on it.

“That’s three head Newt’s lost this month,” Tooley went on to report, “and he’s willin’ to pay top dollar to any man who brings that varmint down.” He waited until the rumbling spread to the far end of the crowd, then goaded, “Is there a man among ya up to the job?”

“Why doesn’t he hunt down the cat himself?” Ethan called out.

Silence fell over the crowd, and several of the more pious folk cut narrow-eyed looks his way. Ethan ignored the silent reprimand for daring to open his mouth in public. Far as he knew, he still had a constitutional right to speak his piece in this country.

Tooley hitched up his baggy britches and rocked back on his heels in a manner that had always grated on Ethan’s nerves. “Well, nah, Ethan, I expect if you was a real man, ya’d know that answer t’ that.”

A few snickers rose from the assembly. Ethan’s blood simmered but his gaze never left Tooley’s gaunt face.

Just when he figured the foreman wouldn’t answer his question, Jim tipped back the brim of his grimy Stetson and drawled, “In case you ain’t checked yer calendar, Sawyer, this is brandin’ season. A respected businessman like Newt don’t just leave his ranch in the midst of his busiest spell to hunt.” Thin lips curved in a smile of false cordiality. “But then, I don’t expect you’d know much about that, would ya?”

A muscle ticked in Ethan’s jaw. It took all his self-control not to knock Tooley down from his self-appointed pedestal. If anyone knew busy seasons and obligations, he did. His fingers carried scars of his trade, crafting and designing Sawyer saddles all winter long to fill his orders before spring. Still, he knew better than to let Tooley, or anyone else, see his aggravation. “Tracking down a mountain lion is a dangerous job, though. What’s Hullet willing to offer a man for his life?”

Steely blue eyes fixed on Ethan in silent, mocking challenge. “One—hunnerd—dollars.”

A gasp rose at the staggering amount.

In spite of Ethan’s resolve to remain unaffected, his brow lifted. A hundred dollars? He whistled under his breath. Impressive. It took most folks six months or more to make that kind of money—if they were lucky.

He had to give Hullet credit: the rancher knew just how to lasso in the volunteers. Nearly everyone in the area was riding on lean times. Montana winters were harsh, but this past one had been especially brutal. In fact, Ethan knew that if his saddles weren’t in such high demand by ranchers and military alike, he’d be sitting in the same sorry pasture with the rest of his neighbors.

“So how about it, men?” Tooley addressed the crowd once more. “Who among ya is brave enough to go after that cougar?”

Low murmurs grew in volume, and in seconds the street erupted in chaos. One loudmouthed rowdy lit off a round of yips and catcalls. Excitement spread like a bad case of smallpox, infecting everyone with feverish hysteria.

Despite the jostling and shoving by men forcing their way out of the center of the crowd, Ethan didn’t budge. Instead, he quietly observed his fellow Rolanders making mad dashes toward horses tied to the hitching rails or buckboards parked along the road. The scene reminded him of one played out three years earlier when the thrill of the chase alone had many a young man’s blood racing. Now, with the reward Hullet offered tacked on, even those without a shred of experience couldn’t resist joining the hunt.

Hell, even his old friends Billy Gray and Louis Anderson intended on going after the cat.

The men stopped near a couple of brown geldings tied to the split rail fence that extended from the livery, prattling to one another like old biddies at a barn-raising. If either man noticed Ethan standing a few paces away, neither gave any sign.

Ethan glanced down at the scuffed toes of his Brogans. The slight still shouldn’t bother him after all this time, yet it did. Once the three of them had been closer than tar on a shake roof. He’d thought nothing would come between them.

He’d thought wrong.

He grimaced and pushed away from the post. The loss of his pals was only one consequence of that long ago day, but what good were regrets? The deed was done, the consequences clear. He’d had no choice but to pick up the pieces left of his life and go on.

Spine straight and shoulders squared, he headed down the road toward his shop. But as he passed his former friends, snatches of their conversation had him slowing his steps and perking his ears.

“Bet it’s one of them cats that belongs to the savage in the hills,” Louis said, tightening the cinches on his horse.

Billy pushed his wolf-skin cap back, revealing curly blond hair two shades lighter than Ethan’s. “Oh, c’mon, Gypsy-man ...” He squinted over at Louis, whose dark hair, lean features, and restless nature had earned him the nomadic nickname. “How many times do I gotta tell you ain’t no woman who would keep wild animals for pets?”

Louis grinned; his deep-set black eyes glittered. “Ain’t no woman gonna be livin’ alone in the mountains either, yet Wild Cat Cait does it.”

Wild Cat Cait? Ethan glanced back, his step faltering.

“I think you need to stop listening to Tooley’s campfire tales,” Billy scoffed. “The only wildcat in those mountains is the one I’m aimin’ to plug with ole Chester here.” He patted the silver-plated Winchester rifle before sliding it into its saddle holster.

Strangely enough, Ethan had to agree with Billy. Hell, stories of Wild Cat Cait had been circulating around Roland for years. Some claimed she was a ferocious creature, half catamount, half woman, who wrestled beasts three times her size. Others said she’d been raised in the mountains by wildcats and held mystical powers over them, which accounted for the outlandish name people had given her. And Louis, who at twenty-three was the youngest and most imaginative—not to mention impressionable—of their former trio, held the title for being one of Wild Cat Cait’s biggest believers.

To Ethan’s way of thinking, the legend of the female mountaineer was just that—a legend. Nothing more than a myth perpetuated by folks to keep children away from the dangers of the Mission Mountains.

In spite of his skepticism, though, tales about her had always intrigued him. Once on a dare, he and Billy had even hiked into the Mission Range, fired up to prove the stories either true or false. All they’d gotten for their trouble was a seat full of blackberry thorns.

Ethan’s smile over their youthful foolishness disappeared as quickly as it had formed. The days of him and Billy Gray raising Cain had long since passed into a season of tarnished memories.

With a curt shake of his head, he started across the street again, away from the men, away from a past that couldn’t be changed.

“William Gray, what in heaven’s name do you think you’re doing?”

The shrill voice stopped Ethan in his tracks. He turned, and bittersweet affection flooded his chest at the sight of the young woman sailing down the center of the road like a runaway prairie schooner. She had the folds of her simple brown skirt fisted in both hands. Flour dusted her plump cheeks and flaxen braid. Gravy drippings stained a wrinkled apron that did nothing to hide the prominent roundness of her belly. Yet his sister Josephine had never looked prettier.

She reached the stout figure of her husband and grabbed his arm just as he prepared to mount. “Have you gone crazy, Billy?”

“Get back, woman, I’m on a man’s mission,” Billy snapped, shaking free of her hold.

“More like a fool’s folly. You are not going after that cougar, Billy, it’s too dangerous.”

“The hell I’m not. For that bounty, I’d go after a grizzly.”

“What of your responsibilities here? We’ve got a baby on the way and a restaurant to run!”

Casting a swift glance toward Louis, Billy wrapped his fingers around Josie’s elbow and ushered her out of earshot. The rest of their exchange fell to harsh whispers, and Ethan couldn’t help but grin. He suspected his little sister was ripping Billy a new ear. He’d been on the receiving end of one of her tongue-lashings often enough to recognize the signs.

Then Billy said something that hushed her instantly and made tears well up in her clover green eyes.

Ethan’s amusement faded. His fists clenched. He stepped forward, ready to knock the stuffing out of his brother-in-law for upsetting Josie, especially in her condition—until he recalled Josie’s response the last time he’d come to her defense.

“Stay out of it, Ethan. What goes on between me and Billy is none of your concern. Anything you do will just make matters worse.”

Dragging slow, heavy breaths through his nostrils, Ethan manage to quell his flaring temper. The haze of red receded, the temperature of his blood dropped a few degrees.

Billy strode back to the sorrel and settled into a saddle of Ethan’s creation. His eyes fixed on Josie, and for a moment his whiskered features softened. “Don’t worry now, little darlin’,” came his gruff assurance, “we’ll be back in time for supper.”

She tipped her chin, nodded once.

To Louis he said, “Let’s move out, Gypsy-man.”

With a whoop and a holler, Louis kicked his heels against his horse’s flanks.

Billy tugged on the reins to bring his horse around only to still at the sight of Ethan a short distance away.

Ethan stared back, meeting the simmering hatred rising in Billy’s eyes with cool reserve of his own. The mastery over his emotions paid off after a few moments when Billy, tightlipped with fury, kicked the sorrel into motion, leaving behind nothing but the dust of his hooves.

Other parties followed soon after, until the only folks left in the street were wistful old men, chattering women, boisterous children. ...

And Josie.

She stood where Billy had left her, her wrist resting on her distended belly. The misery in her eyes as she watched her husband disappear pierced Ethan like a rusty nail. The rift between the couple had never been more apparent.

And it was all his fault.

Sheer power of will kept him from going to her, putting his arm around her and drawing her close like he used to when they were both younger.

Instead, Ethan did the best thing he could for his little sister—he spun on his heel and walked away. Before she spotted him. Before she approached him. Before he caused her more pain.

That thought pounded through Ethan’s skull as he plowed his way down the boardwalk. He paid no notice to folks passing by other than to sidle closer to the sturdy lumber buildings lining the main road through town. Only when the prongs of a parasol stabbed into his chest did the blinders fall away; at the same time, his arm knocked against a decidedly feminine figure.

Reflex had him reaching out to steady her before he remembered that folks—womenfolk, in particular—didn’t welcome his touch.

None more than the woman in front of him.

Amanda Hullet, Newt Hullet’s niece.

She looked fetching, as always. Spun gold hair done up in one of those fancy knots, fat curls dripping over one shoulder. A plum silk gown with the tiny pearl buttons that went all the way up to her chin was as spotless and fashionable as ever.

Ethan retracted his outstretched hand and curled his fingers into his palm. “Amanda.” He nodded stiffly.

Perfect pink lips formed into a circle of distaste. “Mr. Sawyer.”

His own mouth flattened. His back stiffened. There’d been a time when Amanda had called him names a whole lot less formal than “Mr. Sawyer.” She’d whispered endearments like “darling” and “love” against his neck, against his lips, into his ear.

And there’d been a time when she liked hearing him whisper those same endearments back.

Now that same mouth barely spoke to him; when it did, even “Ethan” had become a vulgarity.

“Are you going to stand there all day, or will you let me by?”

He backed up until his spine hit the rough log wall of the general store.

Amanda gathered a handful of skirts then strolled on past him. To his surprise, she turned around after two steps and arched one dark brow. “Have you a mind to go after that cat, too?”

“I’m not a hunter, Amanda,” he answered flatly. “You know that.”

“Oh, yes. How could I have forgotten?” At that, she snapped the frilly cloth mushroom back into place overhead and spun away with uppity disdain.

Long after her departure, the words hung in the air. Loathsome. Searing.

Ethan pushed away from the wall. He told himself it was better that he’d found out her true feelings before they’d exchanged vows. It still stung, though, to discover that in the end, the woman he’d planned to marry was just as stiff-hearted as the rest of the town.

With a self-deprecating shake of his head, he walked into his shop. What did it matter what these people thought of him?

He took a seat behind his work table and shoved the rolled cuffs of his sleeves past his elbows. But as he began to push a grooving tool along the edge of the leather saddle skirt, in the same manner as his father and his father before him, Ethan couldn’t lie to himself. It did matter what his neighbors thought. It mattered a lot. Not about him—he could handle the hostility. But when they took their anger out on an innocent bystander ... when his unpopular decisions caused problems between a wife and her husband, a woman and her future. ...

He’d been the one to commit the unpardonable sin, and yet Josie was the one bearing their contempt.

Who among you is brave enough. ...

His fingers fumbled over the leather. Slowly his gaze raised, centered on the waning activity outside the front window, then veered east toward the range of mountains capped in fire and ice. Afternoon sun cast a layer of gold dust along the rugged aspen-covered slopes and snow still coating the peaks glowed like a halo against a backdrop of azure blue.

How hard could it be to catch a wildcat? You find it, you shoot it. Simple.

As the idea sank its roots, temptation built inside Ethan, so strong he could practically taste it.

He tore his gaze away, focusing his attention back on the scrolling designs. Gawd A’mighty, who was he trying to fool? The closest he’d ever come to going after a wild animal was that bison hunt a few years back with Billy. It had been nothing short of slaughtering for sport. Not an experience he’d like to repeat.

Then again. ...

He raised his head once more to the beckoning mountains. This was different. This was survival. Protection against an element threatening the lives and livelihoods of innocent people.

Ethan’s fingers clamped so tight around the carving tool in his palm that he felt the ribbed grip cut into his callouses. Who among you is brave enough. ...

An image of a feisty young woman with yellow-gold hair appeared before his eyes—standing beside him as they cooled a woman’s fevered brow; standing against the town when word escaped about who was staying in the Sawyers’ home; standing alone in the street while her husband rode off into the horizon.

Tossing the cutter onto the table, Ethan jumped from the stool and grabbed his sheepskin coat off the freestanding rack in the corner. Maybe he’d fail. More than likely he’d fail. But he had to try.

For Josie’s sake, he had to try.

An hour later, Ethan strode grim-faced from the Valley Emporium, loaded down with more supplies than a pack mule. Hershel Sinclaire might not cotton to him much, but he sure pocketed his money fast enough. Ethan had no doubt it was one of the only reasons the good citizens of Roland didn’t drive him from town.

Not that he’d ever give them the satisfaction. His family had been one of the first to settle the area—had, in fact, helped to found Roland. He’d be damned if he’d turn tail and run to suit the town’s whims.

Besides, he’d discovered long ago that even though most folks wanted him about as much as a toothache, they needed him—or more accurately, they needed his money.

The knowledge rankled, but Ethan continued to do business with Sinclaire and all the other shop owners, finding perverse pleasure in his small power over them.

“Ethan Sawyer!”

The sound of his name brought him to a quick halt. Ethan glanced over his shoulder and spotted Josie hurrying toward him.

Damn her reckless hide!

His mood darkening, he headed in the opposite direction toward the livery before she could waylay him. The street had begun to empty as folks broke away from one another and returned to their normal activities, but he wasn’t about to take the chance of someone seeing her with him. Folks gave her enough grief already.

He should have known escaping wouldn’t be that easy. Rapid clicks warned him that she followed. He picked up his pace, hugging the shadows cast by the overhang until the boardwalk dropped to the packed dirt road in front of the livery yard.

“You can’t avoid me forever!”

Maybe not, but he’d do his damnedest trying.

“Stop this instant or I’ll cause a spectacle the likes of which you have never seen.”

With a vile curse, Ethan froze at the corner of the split wood corral, his spine stiff, every muscle tightened in dread. He watched her elongated shadow bob along the packed road, heard the rustle of starched hems. A moment later, five feet and a hundred and fifty pounds of maternal outrage barred his way.

He clenched his teeth and hissed, “Go away before someone sees you talking to me.”

“You’re my brother. Of course I’m going to talk to you.”

“Not in public, Josephine. You gave me your word.”

With a hand propped on an ample hip, and her head tilting defiantly to the side, Josie dared, “What can they do that they haven’t already done?”

“I’m not willing to find out. Just go on about your business. I’ve got my own to tend to.”

“What sort of business does a saddle maker have with gear like that?” She pointed meaningfully at the traps slung over his shoulder by an anchor chain.

Ethan refused to look at her. Instead, he focused on the distant mountains behind her.

Unease coiling down her spine, Josie followed her brother’s line of vision. “Oh, Ethan, no!” Her gaze snapped back to his rugged face. “Tell me you’re not going after that cougar, too!” She hoped, she prayed, he’d deny it, tell her how silly she was being for even thinking he’d go on such a foolhardy quest.

But he didn’t answer.

He didn’t have to.

Josie’s blood turned ice cold in her veins. All too well she recognized the stubborn set of his jaw, the determined glint in his golden eyes. It was the same expression he wore every time he meant to do something he knew she wouldn’t agree with.

Her gaze swept over his long, lean body with disapproval. “And here I thought you were the one man in the town who hadn’t lost his senses.”

“That animal is a danger to the community,” he said tonelessly.

“Then let someone else go after it, someone with more experience,” Josie cried. “You aren’t a hunter, Ethan, and we both know it.” She jabbed a finger into a chest built of solid muscle from years of strenuous labor. That Ethan was also twice her size and eight years her senior had no bearing. “In fact, not a one of those men has the foggiest notion how to hunt a cougar, including that foolhardy husband of mine.”

He whipped around to face her, his features harsher than she’d ever seen them. “Would you rather I stayed behind and turned a blind eye to a dangerous situation? That’s something I’m seasoned at—ask anyone.”

“This is not the same thing at all!”

“Isn’t it?”

Josie searched his eyes and her stomach sank at the suffering she saw in the pale brown depths. Being treated as a pariah for a simple act of kindness had wounded him deeply. Only a person who knew him as well as she did would see it, for he did an admirable job of hiding his feelings from the world.

Would he ever find peace within himself for the choices he had made?

“Oh, Ethan ...” She reached toward his face, wanting only to smooth away the lines carved into his narrow brow. He reared back as if her hand were made of fire instead of flesh.

Josie folded her fingers into her hand and glanced away before he could see the tears springing to her eyes. Normally she could bear her brother’s touch-me-not behavior. Unfortunately, her emotions had been in a wringer since the onset of her pregnancy, and it was harder to disguise how his reaction stung.

“Josie ...”

The gruff remorse in his voice had her biting her lower lip to keep it from quivering.

“These people have treated you like dung on their heels for the last three years. They won’t eat at your restaurant, they don’t invite you to their social gatherings ... they barely look at you unless they can’t help it. Because of me. If I can catch that cat, prove that I do care what happens to the people of this town, then maybe they’ll start giving you the respect and courtesy you deserve.”

She drew in a shuddering breath through her nostrils and tilted her chin. “You did nothing to be ashamed of nor do you have anything to prove. Neither do I. I stood beside you because I believed in what you did—”

“And look at the price you’ve had to pay.”

Josie balled her hands into fists and cried, “When are you going to accept that it doesn’t matter to me what these people think?”

“What about your husband?” Ethan countered with a sardonic lift of one tawny eyebrow. “Doesn’t it matter what he thinks?”

She blanched. The troubles between her and Billy were hardly a secret. In fact, if the decision had been left up to her, she’d have quit this town a long time ago. Still, she hadn’t expected to have the subject arise so abruptly. “You know he has reasons for feeling as he does,” she said, feeling compelled to defend her husband. “He’ll come around someday.”

“Then until that day, you’d be wise to forget you ever had a brother.”


Chapter 2


Standing on the front porch of her cabin, Caitlin Perry lifted her arms in a slow, fluid stretch and absorbed the evening. Although winter was barely over, a faint scent of spring had settled already within the canyon—the tangy bite of evergreen, the purity of sweet mountain grass, the mellow dampness of snow clinging to the ground in patches. An owl who-whooed high in a nearby tree, insects hummed their nightly lullaby, and in the distance, she could hear the muffled roar of the mighty falls an hour’s brisk hike away.

She lowered her arms and released a contented sigh. Moving to the mountains six years ago had been one of the wisest decisions she’d ever made, and she wondered if her grandfather had any idea how grateful she was for the precious gift he’d left her. She wished she could tell him. Unfortunately, communicating with spirits wasn’t a habit she practiced, although from the stories told about her, one would never believe it.

She supposed it didn’t matter, though. The important thing was, thanks to John Perry, she’d been given the freedom to spend her days as she saw fit. She could go where she wanted, when she wanted, and be accountable only to herself—a scratching sounded behind her—and to her comrades, of course, she added with a smile.

Cait glanced over her shoulder just as the master of the house stuck his head out the doorway. Brassy gold eyes studied her from a wide, whiskered face.

“It’s about time you decided to get up, lazybones.” Cait patted her buckskin-clad thigh. “Come on out and join me.”

Sawtooth looked undecided. But apparently the glorious tint of the sun sinking behind Wildcat Peak to the west beckoned to him as it had to her. Huge paws padded lightly across the porch as he rounded the willow hoop frame holding the stretched elk hide Cait had spent the afternoon scraping.

A pace away from her legs, the Siberian tiger lowered his upper torso. Inch-long claws hooked into the wooden platform; sleek muscles rippled awake beneath the vibrant orange and black striped coat; huge fangs gleamed like polished ivory when he yawned.

Rising back up, Sawtooth butted his head against Cait’s thigh. She reached down to scratch the coarse tuft of fur between his ears. “I suppose you’re hungry.”

He responded with a rumbling mewl, then sat back on his haunches and licked his powerful jaws.

Cait chuckled. “I figured as much. You’re always hungry. Well, there’s the forest.” She swept her hand toward the dark line of trees surrounding the clearing. “Happy hunting.”

Four hundred pounds of solid feline sprang up. Though he still sat on his hind legs, his paws landed on Cait’s chest and knocked her back a step. She laughed at the familiar ploy. “You big, spoiled baby.” She rubbed her forehead against the broad bridge of his nose. He really was just an oversized pussycat—and the best companion a girl could ask for. “Oh, all right, I’ll do the hunting tonight. Let me feed Ginger and Faw Paw, then we’ll see what we can scare up for you.”

With uncanny understanding, Sawtooth dropped to all fours and led the way off the porch toward the back of the cabin.

Cait lifted the bar of the split log gate and crossed the rear quad to a shed built into the hill where she stored meat. She stepped inside the dim doorway, unsheathed her knife, and cut the rest of the elk she’d taken down yesterday into several large chunks. She tossed Sawtooth a scrap to tide him over until later, then cranked a portion through the grinder for Ginger.

A ten-foot-high pen built of slender saplings and lashed together with rope took up a good part of the rear enclosure. The instant Cait opened the slatted door, Ginger leaped down from a spruce bough.

“Hello, pretty lady.” Cait smiled.

The lioness moved toward her in a graceful rolling gait. Ginger had been with Cait nearly as long as Sawtooth, even though she was twice his age. Whereas the Siberian tiger had been some Russian aristocrats’ not-so-smart idea of a pet, the lioness had been the victim of a circus trainer’s cruelty. A childlike scribble of lashmarks scarred her golden rump, one ear had been lopped off at the tip, and on especially cold days she walked with a hitch in her step from a hip that had once been broken and not properly set—if it had been set at all. But the most unforgivable atrocity was that all her beautiful teeth had been removed.

She stopped several feet away, sat, and waited. Cait waved the bowl of ground meat back and forth, trying to coax her closer.

Ginger would have none of the bribery. Cait sighed and told herself not to get discouraged. When she’d first fetched the lioness four and a half years ago, it had been a battle just to get into close proximity of her, much less touch her. At least Ginger no longer attacked the moment Cait opened the gate. Those endless days and nights of speaking of anything and everything in a soft tone seemed to have paid off in that regard.

Unfortunately she still refused to eat if Cait was anywhere near. And setting her free was impossible. Without teeth, Ginger would never survive in the wild.

But one day, Cait assured herself as she set the bowl down and left the pen, Ginger would reach a point where she’d eat from Cait’s hand, just like Sawtooth. At least, Cait hoped she would.

Faw Paw came next. His cage, with its thick pine walls and stone base, had been made necessarily smaller and more tightly lashed than Ginger’s. Cait untied the rawhide thong of the door, then lowered to her hands and knees inside the entrance.

Using a slow approach and soothing sounds, she crawled across the dirt floor scattered with conifer needles. Wary green eyes watched her every move from the far corner. Halfway across the cage, the seven-month-old cougar curled back his lips and hissed. Gray fur bristled along his nape, his ears flattened against his head, glazed eyes reflected pain and anxiety.

Cait stopped. “Easy, baby, I just want to check your leg.”

Several tense moments passed, amplifying the distant hoot of an owl and the occasional trill of insects.

Only when Faw Paw rested his head on his front paws did Cait move again. Discreetly she pulled an elk hide mask from her waistband. Even though the cougar had settled considerably during the weeks of his captivity, Cait still felt it necessary to protect herself from those wicked fangs. She’d clipped his claws already, so had less worry that they’d do much damage.

At the sight of the muzzle, Faw Paw hissed again, even tried to get to his feet. But the bulky splint on his useless hind leg prevented him from rising, and he fell back down onto his side with a low, agony filled mreeew.

Cait’s heart contracted in sympathy. She reached his side and stretched her hand toward him. He bowed back and swiped at her.

“It’ll just be for a minute, baby. I can’t have you taking another chunk out of me.” Already she’d have a permanent scar below her elbow from their first encounter.

Quickly she slipped the muzzle over the sharply angled face. Faw Paw struggled as she expected he would, but to Cait’s pleasure and relief, he didn’t make any further threatening moves. No laudanum-laced meat would be needed to sedate him this time. They were making definite progress.

She slid around to the injured leg and unwrapped the bandages holding the splint in place. At the sight of the pink gash circling Faw Paw’s hind shinbone, Cait once again cursed the game trappers that set iron jaws around the mountainside, hoping to add a new pelt to their collections. She’d learned long ago that most didn’t care what got caught in their traps, as long as it brought them a profit. And from her biannual visits to the trading post in Pine Bend, she knew that cougar pelts and teeth were worth a pretty penny.

Cait gently removed the splint and gave the wound a close examination. “Looks good, boy. No sign of infection.” In fact, the scabbed flesh looked well on the mend. The snapped bone was a different matter. Cait guessed it would take another few weeks before it knitted together. “I don’t know how bad the tendon damage is, or if you’ll ever have normal use of this leg again, but I’ve done all I can do.” And once the leg healed sufficiently, Faw Paw would return to the wild.

That thought filled Cait with a mixture of pride and sadness—pride that she’d had a hand in Faw Paw’s recovery; sadness that his impending freedom would again leave him open to the cruelties of man.

She finished cleaning the wound with soapy water, applied bruised comfrey leaves, then reset the splint and wrapped it tight. After slipping the muzzle off the whiskered face, Cait backed out of the cage and tossed Faw Paw his reward of elk meat. A round of growls and hisses vibrated through the cage as he curled a forepaw protectively around the food.

Knowing how fierce he got with his meals, Cait secured the door behind her and left him to eat in peace.

She entered the small cabin of native pine, built by her grandfather back in the thirties, when trapping was still profitable and rendezvous was the highlight of every mountain man’s year. The single room was divided into two sections by a three-paneled screen: the living area, marked by a wall-size stone fireplace that she used for both cooking and warmth, and the sleeping area, which boasted a double-wide bed stuffed with feathers.

Cait dug out her hunting clothes from the chest at the footboard and quickly changed from her loose skirt and blouse into a set of buckskins. Brushing and braiding her hair took much longer. Once she had the wavy mass confined to a single brown plait down her back, she tied a simple rawhide headband across her forehead to keep loose strands from getting in her eyes.

Catching her reflection in the tin bottom of a skillet hanging from the mantel, she couldn’t help but wonder if her father was smiling down on her. From what she could remember, he’d been fervently proud of his Blackfoot blood.

She lifted the Remington off the antler rack holding three other rifles of various sizes and calibers. The weapon fit naturally in her hands, the maple stock worn smooth from repeated handling.

A half hour later, with the Remington resting against her shoulder, Cait headed down a well-worn path leading out of the hidden canyon. The fringe of her long-sleeved tunic swished softly with each step, and leggings protected her from bramble from thigh to ankle. The soft soles of her deerhide boots crushed the new shoots of grama and fern struggling through the snow.

Sawtooth strode soundlessly along beside her, stopping now and then to sniff at the moist layer of needles upon the forest floor. Cait had lost count of how many times she and the tiger had hunted in the five years they’d been together, but it never failed to fill her with a sense of purpose. Sawtooth, Ginger, and Faw Paw, along with any other strays she managed to collect, staved off the soul-deep loneliness she had borne upon first coming here, the bewildering sense of rootlessness.

If every now and then she longed for something a little more than her feline friends could provide, well, she had only to remember what it had been like back in what some termed the “civilized world.”

A mile outside of the narrow canyon, Sawtooth came to a sudden stop. His body tensed, every instinct inside him went visibly on alert.

Cait froze. “What is it, boy?”

His ears went flat against his skull. Striped fur stood on end along his spine. His tail stretched straight out behind him.

Alarmed by his behavior, she scanned their surroundings. Beyond the dense stands of pine, not a bough stirred, not a shadow moved.

Yet Cait trusted Sawtooth’s keen senses. Something had him ready to come out of his skin.

She strained to hear over the pounding of her heart.

The blowing whinny of a horse reached her first, followed by human voices.

Cait dropped to a stealthy crouch. Pressing her finger against her lips, warning Sawtooth to silence, she crept toward the voices. Sawtooth prowled close behind.

They stomach crawled over a granite ridge overlooking a wide and tumbling creek bordered by craggy rocks and sweeping willows on either side. Curling rapids sent white foam crashing against rocks spanning the water’s width.

Two men—hunters, judging from the weapons propped against nearby trees—sat around a small campfire near the bank, drinking what smelled like coffee. The first man had curly daffodil-yellow hair and one of those long, drooping mustaches she thought looked ridiculous but seemed so popular among the whites. Nearby, a leaner, dark-haired man with narrow features and a spade beard reclined against a rock. From the lived-in look of the place, they’d been camped here for several days.

The knowledge sent a coil of unease down Cait’s spine. It was bad enough that hunters tromped all over her mountain, taking what they wanted, when they wanted. But to find them so close to her cabin. ... The canyon meadow where her grandfather had chosen to build had been a well-kept secret for many years. If these men stumbled upon it, whether by accident or design, they might tell others. Then what was to stop every cutthroat and sportsman from invading her haven, destroying the peace and freedom she’d been so careful to protect for herself and her unusual animals?

Cait cast a worried glance at Sawtooth. He looked back at her, his mouth set in a grim line, his muscles tense. Once again she could have sworn that he knew exactly what she was thinking.

The harsh tone of male bickering rose up to the ridge.

As one, she and Sawtooth turned their attention to the men and listened. ...

“I’m telling ya, we ain’t going to find it!” Billy cried, clambering to his feet. He tossed the dregs of his coffee into the fire. Logs sizzled; a ball of smoke billowed into his whiskered face. “We’ve been scouring this mountain for four days and ain’t picked up that cat’s scent yet.”

“Don’t bust a seam, Billy.” Louis stabbed one of those nasty cigars he favored into his mouth and lit it with a twig from the fire pit, then pumped out smoke like a steam engine. “We’ll catch that cougar before it strikes again.”

“That cat could wipe out Hullet’s entire herd, for all I care,” Billy snarled, waving his hand to clear the air of the stinking fumes. Nothing would make him happier than if Newt Hullet lost that government contract he was so damned proud of. Maybe then all those worthless reservation Indians he fed with his beef would finally die out. Slow starvation was the least the murdering bastards deserved.

As he fixed his gaze on the flickering light of the campfire, a grisly image began to form in the flames. The trout Billy had eaten earlier began to churn in his gut.

He pressed his lips together in a grim line and closed his eyes. Sometimes he could block the memories, but other times they hit him so damned hard that he could feel himself back in Nebraska. Smell the blood and smoke. Taste the fear and loss. Hear the screams and yips, and worse, the silence. ...

Billy wrenched himself from the past before his emotions got the better of him and frowned at Louis. “The only reason I’m wasting my time up here at all is to collect that bounty.”

“That bounty ain’t nothing compared to what the pelt’ll bring in,” Louis said, taking out his cigar long enough to suck down a swig of coffee from a battered tin cup. “After we show Hullet the carcass and collect the reward, we’ll take the hide to that trading post in Pine Bend. They’ll give us ten times what Hullet’s willing to pay.”

Billy lowered himself to the rock and grumbled, “They ain’t gonna give us dirt if we can’t find the damn thing.”

“It’s here somewhere,” Louis insisted. “I can smell it.”

“I don’t know how you can smell anything over the stench of that damned stogie.”

“Christ on crutch, Gray, who’s been pissing in your porridge?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ve been in a sour mood ever since we left Roland, and it’s gettin’ mighty old.”

A deep scowl pulled at Billy’s brow as he broke a twig into bits and threw each piece into the blackened pit. Louis was right. He hadn’t been the most pleasant company lately. “I just didn’t reckon it would take this long, is all. If I don’t get back to town soon, Josie’ll have my rump through the grinder.”

“So go back.” Louis shrugged. “We need supplies, anyway.”

Smoothing down the mustache bracketing the sides of his mouth, Billy considered doing just that. Normally he wouldn’t have taken a job that had him away from Josie for so long, but with business doing poorly, and their first baby due in three months ... hell, the pressure just kept piling up. If he didn’t come up with some money soon, he was gonna wind up losing everything. The business, his wife. ...

“Naw, I ain’t about to give you open season on that cat,” he grumbled. “Besides, if I see that good for nothin’ brother of hers, I’m liable to snap.”

“He’s a nervy s.o.b., I’ll give him that,” Louis chortled. “I’d have staked a week’s winnings that he meant to take a swing at you before we left.”

“Yeah, well, the day he tries is the day I walk a mud puddle into his ass and stomp it dry.”

Only the promise of Josie never forgiving him had kept him from doing it long before now. But maybe it was for the best. He wanted Ethan Sawyer to suffer far more than a good walloping. Once he caught this cat, he’d have enough money to take Josie so far away that the bastard would need a search party to find her.

Billy knew he just had to bide his time.

“Ya know, Billy-boy, I still can’t figure out why Josie stood up for him, especially knowing what the redskins did to your family.”

Billy stared at the short remainder of the stick. He couldn’t admit even to Louis how deeply it still hurt that his wife had taken her brother’s side against his. Ironically, the only man who would have understood without thinking him weak was the
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