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      To my husband, who loved me even when I burned dinner and let the kids run amok so I could finish one more chapter, I love you.

      

      My children, don’t give up on your dreams. Reach for them, always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Southwestern Kansas – Late Summer 1828
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        Henry

      

      

      Henry’s legs wobbled beneath him, every step leaving a crimson trail on the scattered hay. Pain gnawed at him, but fear was worse, a cold hand around his heart.

      “Please, God,” he whispered through gritted teeth, his voice a raw plea swallowed by the looming darkness, “let Christine be safe.”

      He used the edge of the unfinished barn to drag himself each agonizing inch with each breath sounding in ragged, hoarse gasps. Rough pine bit into his palms, splinters embedding themselves deep as if the wood sought to punish him further.

      But he didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was reaching the back of the cabin—reaching some shred of hope.

      The world blurred, the sun shrinking to a dim, fading ember in the sky. Darkness swirled at the edges of his vision, but his mind fought to stay above the churning blackness.

      Memories gathered before him like the dirt devils to choke him. Faces flashed before him—Camilla’s smile, Christine’s laughter—each a dagger to his heart. Guilt clawed at his insides as he scraped at the earth, dragging his broken body toward the cabin’s edge. He raked his memory of how he could have saved his wife and daughter.
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        * * *

      

      Henry wiped the sweat from his brow, the well was finally finished.

      As he secured the rope, his gaze drifted to Camilla. The sun caught her hair, turning the faded yellow dress she wore—a once vibrant hue, now a whisper of ivory—into a halo of light. She was tired, he could see it in the way her shoulders sagged, but she worked on, stubborn as ever, ripping weeds from their stubborn hold on the earth.

      Nearby, Christine’s laughter rang out, bright and pure, as she chased a rabbit, her small hands reaching for it in playful determination. Henry couldn’t help but smile—this was what they had worked so hard for, these simple moments of joy.

      Trying to coerce the rabbit into coming out of his hole, Christine sat down on the ground by the oak tree. Even though eight, she was short for her age. Yet, she loved to play as though time might erase her childhood in the blink of an eye.

      Henry’s hair curled from sweat. Snatching a torn rag from his back pocket he wiped his face and strode over to his wife.

      Oblivious to all but her garden, he tucked the sweaty rag again into his back pocket. Softening his footsteps he came around behind her. He picked her up and then kissed her on the cheek.

      “Why, Henry, what’s gotten into you?” Camilla asked, a soft smile playing on her lips as she smoothed her golden hair. Her words were light, but her eyes searched his face as if trying to read the unspoken worry behind his sudden display of affection.

      “Not that I’m complaining,” she added with a wink, “but shouldn’t you be finishing up so you can enjoy Jake’s visit?” She hesitated, her voice dropping slightly. “You’ve been anxious about him lately, haven’t you?”

      “Can’t a man kiss his wife without being reprimanded?” Henry teased. He wrapped his arms around her, feeling the strength in his muscles, a strength that he feared might soon be tested. “I just wanted to tell you I love you,” he said, trying to ignore the nagging worry about his brother. “And as for Jake, he’s missed visits recently, but I’m sure it’s only him getting caught up in gambling no doubt.”

      “I wish he’d go to church instead of the saloon,” she said, shaking her head.

      A shadow passed over the sun bringing a cool breeze. “I finished the well. Draw the bucket up slowly.” He gestured with his arms. “Cave-ins made holes along the inside walls where the bucket might catch and tip the water out. But now you won’t have to walk down to the river.”

      “Honey, that’s wonderful. But I think you finished quickly so you wouldn’t have to draw water for me anymore.” Standing on her tiptoes she kissed the end of his nose. “But I always felt as if the forest stared at me.” She shuddered.

      “Now, you know probably just a deer or some other animal startled when you went. I don’t know if I’ll ever turn you into a country girl.” He shook his head and laughed.

      Her laughter mingled with his. But then suddenly she stopped. She backed away. The blood drained from her face, leaving it an ashen white. Her blue eyes reflected terror.

      Dread reached up from his gut and squeezed. He spun around.

      Twenty feet away a dozen Indians watched them. Mounted, their faces and bodies painted red and black, mimicking a demonic nightmare.

      “Hide Christine and yourself now,” he yelled over his shoulder.

      Camilla stumbled in a blind panic and almost tripped over Christine.
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        * * *

      

      Henry left the two arrows in his thigh and the one beneath his right shoulder blade. If he yanked them out, he’d bleed to death in minutes. He squinted. “Please, God, don’t let those heathens have found Christine. Don’t let them do to her what they did t-to Camilla.”

      Grimacing he pushed himself up. Then he groped the cabin walls to the back of the house.

      Around the corner, an Indian stood in front of him blocking his view. An anguished scream tore out of him as the savage twisted a knife into his chest.

      A searing pain exploded in Henry’s chest, sending him reeling backward. The world tilted and spun as the arrow in his back snapped, driving the sharp metal deeper into his flesh.

      It felt as if his entire body was being torn apart from the inside, muscle ripping, nerves screaming. His vision darkened at the edges, but he forced himself to stay conscious—he couldn’t give up, not when Christine might still be out there, alone and afraid.

      “No, please,” his pleas did nothing to stop the Indian from dragging him by his hair. Then the savage let out a war cry and sliced off a trophy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Christine

      

      

      

      Her mother grabbed her arm and dragged her behind the woodpile. Nearby savages yelled and her father’s gunfire boomed.

      “There’s nowhere to hide. Please, Lord, help me. Don’t let my child die.” Her mother prayed, looking around with fear. “The well.” She spun Christine to face her.

      “Christine, listen to me. Grab onto this rope. I’m going to lower you into the well. I need you not to make a sound. Be still until you hear us call out to you.” She squeezed Christine’s shoulders. “Understand? No matter what you hear, don’t come out until we call you.”

      “Yes, Mama. Can’t you come with me?” Her legs trembled.

      “No, there’s not enough room for me. Your father and I love you. God will keep you safe.” Tears fell down her face. “Now let me help you get in.” Her smile faltered as she lowered Christine inside. Already the slack of the rope was fixed to the post. The bucket swung back and forth. Christine continued to descend until she could no longer see her mother.

      “Protect her, Lord,” her mother prayed, then footsteps faded away.

      Christine clung to the rough rope, her small fingers trembling as she pressed herself against the cold, damp stones of the well’s wall. Her breath came in shallow pants as she squeezed into a small crevice, curling herself into as tight a ball as possible.

      In the darkness, she imagined she was a rabbit, hiding deep in its burrow, safe from the predators that prowled outside.

      But she could hear her mother’s screams and gunshots blasting nearby. She covered her ears trying to ignore the frightening panic that swelled up inside her chest.

      From her hiding place inside the well, gnarled branches of the oak tree twisted like skeletal fingers against the sky. Once vibrant and full of life, the leaves swayed listlessly, as if they too mourned the loss that had swept through the land. They seemed to whisper secrets to the wind, nodding solemnly as if acknowledging the tragedy that had unfolded beneath their watchful gaze.

      Abruptly the wolves’ howls stopped and with the sudden silence, her breath echoed in her ears.

      Now she wanted to get out. Just as she reached out for the rope, she saw him. A red and black painted Indian gazed into the well.

      Christine froze.

      His face was colored black with red claw marks from his eyes down past his chin.

      And he looked right at her and her heart slammed into her throat. Voices, sharp and fast in a language she didn’t understand, cut through the silence. Fear coiled tighter around her, squeezing until she could barely breathe.

      Willing them to leave, she stared back at the Indian. If she moved or breathed, he may see her.

      Finally, the image turned away and out of her sight. She gasped for breath. But Christine still did not move, afraid he’d return or wait for her to come out.

      Where are Mama and Papa? Maybe they hid from the painted men too.

      After an hour, she hoisted a bucket of water up. Balancing the bucket on her feet, she reached down and brought up handfuls of water to drink.

      Christine lost track of time as the world above changed from day to night and back again.

      Twice, she saw the moonrise through the small opening of the well, its cold light a silent witness to her solitude.

      Her legs, cramped and numb, screamed for relief, but she didn’t dare move too much—just enough to let them dangle outside the hole, fighting the sharp pangs of pain that shot up to her thighs. She clung to the rope, her only lifeline, her fingers raw and bloody, her mind teetering between the instinct to survive and the creeping fear that no one would ever come for her.

      Whenever she thought of leaving the well, her mind brought up the Indian’s painted face as he stared down into the well. What if they were still out there, waiting for her to come out of hiding? What if Mama and Papa were hiding too and they’d come out if she did and get hurt?

      No, she had to stay here until her parents called her and told her it was safe.

      Each time her stomach twisted with hunger, Christine forced herself to take small, careful sips of the well water. The cold liquid did little to ease the gnawing pain, but it was all she had. She swallowed slowly, trying to quiet the cramps that gripped her insides like a vise.

      At night, she cried and prayed for God to send her mama and papa soon. She ached from hunger. As the night cooled and the stink of the well became easier to breathe.

      Folded into her hole she slept.

      The next day she awoke from a dream merged with reality, something snapped outside. She shifted to listen. Yes, someone called her name.

      “Is that Papa?” She reached out and grabbed the rope. Shaking she used the holes within the well to reach the top. She could not spend another day inside this confined place.

      Losing her footing, she slid down the rope. Her hands burned raw. Fear of never getting out made her press her feet into the holes and push up. Again she forced one hand over the other.

      Christine’s hands trembled as they gripped the rough rope, tears blurring her vision as pain shot through her raw, blistered palms. Every inch she climbed felt like a mile, her body screaming for rest, for relief.

      But she couldn’t stop. She wouldn’t.

      With a final, desperate heave, she pulled herself over the lip of the well, collapsing onto the ground, gasping for air. Her legs wobbled beneath her as she forced herself to stand, the world spinning around her.

      She stumbled toward the front of the cabin, dread gnawing at her insides. Everything in her burned with the need to find her parents as she held onto the desperate hope that they were still alive.

      “Papa?” Dizzy from the lack of nourishment, the scene in the front of the cabin was worse than any dream. Several of the gruesome painted Indians were covered sporadically across the ground.

      One procumbent in the sludge, his feathers caked with mud and blood. Another with hollow eyes stared at the sun.

      She saw her father and mother lying on the ground. Her father was on his back, and a puddle of blood soaked the ground around his head. But the top of his head showed white. Her mother still wore that yellow dress smeared with dirt, but now encrusted with dark blood.

      “No!” Christine screamed and collided with Jake.

      “Don’t look, girl. Don’t look at them.” He held her, pressing her face against his stomach. “Remember them as they were. They protected you, hid you real good, they did. I thought you were taken away.”

      She wailed, her body shaking in terror and shock. His attempts at soothing her did not lessen her wretched sorrow and heartache. She passed out clinging to Jake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Arrow Rock, Missouri            1836
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      Christine's fingers trembled as she yanked the leather strap, cinching Misty Morning's saddle tight. The mare nickered softly, sensing her rider's distress. "Hush now," Christine whispered, her voice catching, and patted her mare. "It's not your fault we're leaving."

      Arrow Rock. A whole year of laughter echoing through dusty streets, of wildflowers pressed between Bible pages, of stolen glances with Brent beneath the town's namesake bluff.

      Now it would all be nothing but fading memories, ripped away by Uncle Jake's restless wandering.

      Her chest constricted, a dull ache spreading beneath her ribs. Brent. His absence was a raw wound, made worse by the knowledge that even if he returned from the Army, she wouldn't be here to welcome him home.

      Christine swallowed hard, forcing back the tears that threatened to spill. Seventeen was too young for heartbreak, or so Uncle Jake claimed. But the hollow feeling in her chest argued otherwise.

      “Seventeen’s too young to be thinking of marriage,” Uncle Jake had grumbled, his tone leaving no room for argument. Christine had tried, reminding him she’d be eighteen in just a few months, but he’d only huffed, dismissing her words like a child’s foolishness.

      The sting of his dismissal still lingered, even though she knew better than to push him further.

      A loose curl brushed against her cheek as the breeze picked up. She reached up to tuck the golden stands back into place, securing the ribbon around her unruly hair. It tumbled down her back, never quite obedient, no matter how often she tried to tame it.

      Brent had always told her that blue suited her, making her eyes shine like sapphires. His words had stayed with her, guiding her hand to choose the periwinkle dress with the lace collar on the day they said goodbye. She’d wanted to look her best for him, even as the weight of their parting settled like a stone in her chest.

      When Brent left, she hadn’t cried. Somehow, the tears hadn’t come, as if her heart knew crying wouldn’t change what was to come. It felt strange, almost like losing an old relative, the ache there but not unbearable. He’d made her promise to visit if she ever passed through Springfield, a small hope she clung to, even as the road ahead seemed long and uncertain.

      “Quit your dawdling, Christine. We need to move out,” Jake’s voice cut through her thoughts, pulling her back to the task at hand.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief so faded it had lost all color. His fingers smoothed down a few stubborn wisps of gray hair before he jammed his worn taupe hat onto his head.

      Then he heaved himself onto the saddle, his belly catching awkwardly on the side. Time had taken its toll on him, each movement carrying the weight of years spent on the move.

      Once he was settled in the saddle, Jake shifted his weight, the leather creaking under the strain.

      "Alright." She let out a long sigh. "Where are we heading this time?" She patted her horse’s gray-blue neck, taking comfort in the familiarity of her mare.

      "West." He scratched his beard.

      The coarse white hairs made him look older, more worn. Christine couldn’t help but tease him a little, the words slipping out before she thought better of it. “You’d look more handsome without that beard. Why not take your razor to it?”

      “Dagnabbit, girl,” he exclaimed, throwing his hands up. "You'd have me bald as a newborn babe! This beard's all that's keeping the wind from whistling clean through my skull." He tugged his hat lower, as if to emphasize the point. "Now quit your fussing and mount up. Daylight's burning, and we've got miles to cover."

      Never was he much on details. Christine swung up on Misty Morning and then started after her uncle, whose horse galloped ahead.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lieutenant David Smith

      

      

      

      In the distance, David watched as the two riders raced off through the trees.

      He smirked and nudged Jacob who stood to his left. “Thinks he can escape me? Runs like a wounded deer leaving an easy trail to follow.” He marched to the thirty men who stood at attention.

      David licked his lips. "Soldiers, I’m Ser—,” he paused, forcing a smile. “I mean Lieutenant David Smith. I’ve thought of many of you as my own family. However, due to my promotion to First Lieutenant, I’m transferring to Bent’s Fort in Colorado. Some of you, who have the ability to become fine soldiers, will accompany me.”

      As he surveyed each man, Jacob followed at his heels carrying a clipboard filled with the list of names. David snatched up the clipboard.

      Fingering through the pages he noted the men he’d take. He thrust the papers back to Jacob. “You’ll work directly with me on military assignments.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Each of you has a chance to succeed. You just remember one rule. I command, you obey."
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Christine

      

      

      

      Days later, Christine and Jake arrived north of Sand Creek, Colorado. Towering peaks of the Rockies loomed ahead, their jagged summits slicing through the blue sky that was so bright, it hurt her eyes.

      Even the air was cooler here, tinged with the scent of pine and the promise of rain, a vivid contrast to the flat plains they’d left behind.

      A crisp breeze caressed her cheek, carrying the sharp scent of pine and something wilder – the promise of rain, of new beginnings. Christine inhaled deeply, letting the cool air fill her lungs and wash away the dust of travel.

      "There she is," Uncle Jake's gruff voice broke through her reverie. "Our new home."

      Following his outstretched arm, Christine's gaze settled on a log cabin nestled in the mountain's protective embrace. A riot of wildflowers surrounded it, their vibrant hues a stark contrast to the weathered timber. For a moment, the cabin seemed to shimmer, a mirage born of exhaustion and hope.

      "It's..." Christine started, her voice barely above a whisper. Beautiful felt too simple a word, too inadequate to capture the mingling of awe and trepidation coursing through her. This wasn't just a new home; it was an entirely new world, as foreign to her as the moon. "It's something else, Uncle Jake," she finished, her hand unconsciously reaching for the comfort of Misty Morning's mane.

      Jake's eyes crinkled at the corners, a rare smile softening his features. "That it is, girl. That it is."

      As they urged their horses forward, Christine couldn't shake the feeling that this place would change them.

      "I'll get unpacked," she said, even though worn out from their journey. Brushing the dust off her brown dress, she let out a dramatic sigh when she saw she had only managed to smear the dirt in.

      Maybe she’d find a washtub in the cabin. Her curly hair hung in tangled jumbles mixed with dirt and sweat.

      She skipped into the cabin. Inside a cast iron stove squat in the corner. Beside the stove and rolled on the side was a metal washtub. In front of a window stood a wooden table with two benches. It wasn’t much, but it was theirs, and for now, it was enough.

      The cabin’s two small bedrooms were tucked at the back, their windows covered by frayed curtains that barely kept out the drafts. The rooms smelled faintly of pine and woodsmoke, the remnants of the previous occupants. Christine’s gaze lingered on the rough-hewn walls, wondering who had slept here before and what stories these logs might tell if they could speak.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jake

      

      

      

      Outside, Jake busied himself with unpacking his chestnut horse, the animal prancing nervously under his touch.

      "Easy now, easy," he muttered, his voice a mix of affection and impatience. "We’ll be searching for gold tomorrow, and that’s a promise. Just don’t go letting Christine in on it." He paused, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting her to appear any moment. "That soldier back yonder will come looking for his money soon enough," he added under his breath.

      The horse shook its head as though in answer.

      “Don't you be looking at me like that, cards is in me blood. How do you think I got this here nice cabin?” He looked the mare in the eye expecting an answer. “Well, once I gets me gold, everything will be peachy, like peach pie." Jake sniffed, smelling Christine's cooking.

      Stomach grumbling, he marched inside the cabin and sat down at the table. “What’s for supper? The smell’s making me hungry.”

      "Rabbit stew, just leftovers from yesterday." She wiped down the table.

      "Glad you know how to cook. My cookin' would kill us both." He chuckled. "Yup, I thinks this place will do right nice for us".

      Christine handed him a wooden bowl steaming with stew. Instead of waiting, he wolfed down the helping as she sat down on the bench across from him. Finishing, he motioned Christine for another. "Ain't you gonna eat?" He scratched his beard.

      "No, I'm not that hungry."

      "Something bothering you, or are you just missing Bret?" He winked.

      "I don't know." She leaned on her elbows and stared past him and out the window. "Have this uneasy feeling. Prayed about it, but it just won’t go away."

      He cleared his throat. "That's just because we're in a new place. Now you listen to ol'Jake.” He wagged his spoon at her. “Everything will work its way out. Get some supper and then on to bed. I'll clean up."

      She obeyed and forced down half a bowl of stew.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, winds brewed gray clouds, warning of a storm. Jake left early to search for gold.

      In a stream, he panned. Even when rain plastered his clothes to him, he didn’t stop. "Nothing but mud and rocks," he muttered. "How am I gonna pay back me debts?"

      The horse snickered.

      "Ah, don't sass me now. I got time before that soldier fellow finds us."

      He continued until the sun caressed the tips of the mountains to the west. The rain slacked, but he couldn’t find gold in the dark. He rinsed his hands and face to clean off the mud.

      With his head down he trudged back to their home. He arrived at the cabin without any gold or food. His clothes were soaked.

      Christine sighed. “I was worried. You’re usually back before dark when you go hunting."

      He flopped down on the kitchen bench. Debating what to tell her, he tugged his mud-caked boots off. "Yup, well, I don't usually have so much trouble with a rabbit."

      "I wondered what you wrestled with.” She laughed. ”You’re covered with mud."

      He smiled and hoped it didn’t come across as a grimace. "Yep, a quick one. Jumped down that hole before I could snatch him. I'm sorry, but I ain’t got nothing for supper." He scratched his balding head.

      “Don’t fret over it. I baked some bread this morning, and I’ll brew you a cup of sassafras tea.”

      He thanked her and went to his bedroom to clean up.

      Muttering under his breath,  Jake scrubbed the mud from his hands, the cool water doing little to wash away the weight of the day.

      Each time he looked into the small mirror, he saw a man chasing shadows, trying to outrun a past that clung to him like a curse. As he changed for supper, he resolved to keep the truth from Christine a little longer—she didn’t need to share the burden of his failures.

      But deep down, he knew that secrets had a way of coming to light, no matter how hard you tried to bury them.

      Afterward, Jake sat at the table. His fork barely grazed the stew, the rich aroma doing nothing to stir his appetite. The silence between them grew heavy, each clink of his fork against the wooden bowl a reminder of the secrets he was keeping.

      As Christine cleaned up for the night, he hoped she believed his story about the loss of the rabbit.

      Several weeks passed as Christine cleaned the dirty cabin, trying to make it a home. She used her green dress, which fit her too snug around the chest, to sew curtains.

      Jake hunted for his fortune with the same desperation that had driven him to cards and dice. Panning became his obsession, each day spent knee-deep in the icy creek while hunger gnawed at their supplies.

      Hunting, once a necessity, now seemed a distraction from the glittering promise of gold, though the lack of game made every missed meal a bitter reminder of his failure.

      But as he used up all of his resources, Christine worked harder. She told him she noticed items missing from the cabin. One week her mirror disappeared, and the next, a pot. She asked Jake if he’d seen them.

      Unable to look into her sapphire eyes, he dug into the dirt with the tip of his boot. “Don’t likely know. Maybe it’s them Indians or a coon.” He hated lying to her, but he didn’t have much time. Any day David would come.

      Jake had sworn off drink the day he found Henry and Camilla’s bodies, the memory of their blood-soaked cabin seared into his mind.

      Guilt clawed at him, relentless and unyielding, for he knew where he should have been that day. But instead of visiting his brother, he had been passed out, a bottle of cheap whiskey still clutched in his hand as his family was slaughtered.

      It was a sin he could never atone for, no matter how many miles they traveled or how much gold he found.

      He sold his brother’s cabin and land, putting most of the money in a trust fund for Christine. For a while, he worked for money, but that soon dwindled away as he jumped from job to job. Then Jake resumed his former profession…gambling.

      Sammy, a brash young man from the saloon, had dangled a gold nugget in front of Jake, boasting that it was worth two days’ wages. He claimed to have overheard two fur trappers mentioning James Purcell, who supposedly found gold in Colorado back in 1807.

      Except Sammy would not reveal the exact location they mentioned despite Jake’s desperate pleading and bribery.

      Sammy boasted about his luck with cards, but had lost the nugget along with his parents' log cabin house near Sand Creek. Now Jake only had the nugget and the cabin left, but he refused to sell either.

      To no avail, Jake searched the riverbeds. Maybe those Indians hid the gold. He caught glimpses of several Indians either watching the cabin or following him on numerous occasions.

      Jake made sure the Indians saw the rifle slung over his shoulder, a silent warning that he was no easy target.

      As he watched the shadows of the Indians fade into the treeline, he couldn’t shake the unease that settled in his gut.

      The gold he sought might be buried in these lands, but so were dangers he hadn’t reckoned with.

      But with the lure of finding his treasure, he soon forgot about the Indian shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Blade
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      Blade and Jumping-Fox, their spotted horses breathing mist into the morning air, watched the log cabin from the hilltop.

      Jumping-Fox's elbow nudged his friend. "Did you see them?"

      Blade's gaze fixed on the cabin. "The white man and his woman." His voice was low. "Jean-Luc and Pierre. They’ve killed and enslaved many of our people in the east." A shadow crossed his face, a flicker of the black cougar within.

      "But the woman could not harm us." Jumping-Fox persisted. "She’s beautiful. Hair yellow like daffodils and skin white as mountain snow."

      A deep, hearty laugh rumbled from Blade's chest. "If Stands-In-Wind heard that you'd wake to find your moccasins crawling with scorpions. And she’d have White-Hawk brew a potion to make you itch from your scalp to your toes until the next full moon." The thought of his sister’s fiery temper brought a grin to his face.

      "No, I would not cause your sister's jealousy to awaken. Besides, I believe I still have needles from the prickly pear she hit me with when I tried to kiss Hiding-Deer last year."

      “Just be glad she cannot transform into a spirit animal like me. Otherwise, she’d probably be a bear or copperhead.” The two Indians turned their horses around. Blade took a long look back at the cabin. Smoke poured from the roof. The aroma of venison cooking drifted through the air.

      A coyote loomed through the trees. A trickster and a bad sign. He rode following his friend down the hillside. Letting their horses go and knowing the creatures would return to camp, they each transformed into their animals.

      Blade was a black cougar and Jumping-Fox was a wolf, and they raced each other back to their home.

      As they entered the village, Blade felt the familiar tingle of shifting ripple through his body. Muscles shifted, bones realigned, and in a heartbeat, he stood on two legs once more.

      With a nod to Jumping-Fox, he led the way to his father's tipi, pushing aside the elaborately beaded flap.

      The scent of sage and sweet grass enveloped them as they stepped inside. Blade lowered himself to the ground, crossing his legs with practiced ease, the soft hide beneath him still holding the warmth of the day. His eyes, adjusting to the dimmer light, traced the familiar contours of the tipi's interior.

      The stark white tipi was colored with scenes of his father’s naming.

      Paint drew him fierce as he chased after a white buffalo in the distance. A storm swelled angrily throwing down lightning in the path. The other warriors hadn’t seen the white buffalo, only their young comrade chasing after a storm. White-Hawk, their shaman, received the white buffalo robe as a gift from that night.

      Fire lit up the inside of the tipi and Little-Crow, his aunt, stirred the stew wafting the scent of buffalo and onions through the air. Three buffalo bladders, dried in the sun, now full of river water, dangled from one of the tipi poles, two bows and a quiver of arrows were suspended from the other side.

      Storm-Chaser greeted them, asking Jumping-Fox to sit and share his fire. “Soft-Of-Speech and Stands-In-Wind return from their journey with the new moon setting.” Storm-Chaser smiled. “I believe it’s time for Stands-In-Wind to cease these summer journeys with her mother. Blade stopped going when he became a man.”

      Seated, Jumping-Fox nodded his head in agreement. “I look forward to telling Stands-In-Wind of our engagement.”

      “Little-Crow, sister.” He turned to the older Indian woman tending the food. “What do you think Stands-In-Wind will think of this proposal?”

      Little-Crow glanced up from the fire and shrugged. “She’ll make a fuss as usual. Make everyone think she’s against it.” She stirred the buffalo stew. “But she’ll just be annoyed that Jumping-Fox waited so long.”

      The two men laughed.

      “She’d think that.” Storm-Chaser ran a hand through his graying hair mingled with black strands. “She wanted to be your wife since only five winters old, and followed you around.” He folded his arms. “She does not think as she should, as a woman taking care of husband, babies, and a home. I whipped her for going into the lodge of the Four Sacred Arrows. For many moons, she stalked White-Hawk to catch a glimpse of the arrows. She did not cease until I threatened to change her name to Flat-Footed-Beaver-Girl.”

      Little-Crow moved around the fire with quiet grace, her weathered hands steady as she ladled steaming stew into carved wooden bowls. The rich aroma of buffalo meat and wild onions filled the tipi, making Blade's mouth water.

      As he accepted the bowl, their eyes met briefly. Little-Crow's gaze, warm but knowing, seemed to pierce through him, sensing the unrest beneath his calm exterior. Blade nodded his thanks, hoping his aunt couldn't read the tumult of his thoughts.

      The first spoonful of stew exploded with flavor on his tongue – the gamey richness of buffalo, the sharp bite of onion, the earthy undertones of prairie herbs.

      Blade closed his eyes for a moment, letting the familiar tastes anchor him to the present, to his people, to this land they called home.

      Around him, the conversation flowed like a gentle stream. His father's deep voice rumbled with quiet authority, punctuated by Jumping-Fox's eager responses. The words washed over Blade.

      His mind kept drifting back to the cabin on the hill, to the strangers who had come to make a home in their lands. What changes would they bring? What dangers? And why did the thought of the yellow-haired woman make his heart beat faster?

      His father and Jumping-Fox placed the bowls on their laps talking between bites.

      Sincerity filled Jumping-Fox’s brown eyes. “I’ve known Stands-In-Wind since she was born. Now that she’s older, she will yield to the ways that a proper wife should.”

      Blade choked on his stew.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Jumping-Fox pounded him on the back. “You do not believe me?”

      He gulped and then shook his head sputtering out his words. “You have good intentions, my friend. I just hope Stands-In-Wind won’t be as stubborn as I know she can.”

      “She’s grown now, and she’ll take to her duties as wife and mother with the same fire she brings to everything else,” Jumping-Fox said, his voice filled with a confidence that Blade couldn’t quite share.

      “Then I wish you and my sister many sons and beautiful daughters.” He winked. “Although, to have even one daughter like her might turn your hair gray and you wishing things as they are now.”

      “What about you?” Jumping-Fox leaned forward. “You’re three winters older than I, yet you do not marry? Has no woman warmed your heart and pleased your eyes?” He asked suspiciously.

      Blade reddened and looked away.

      Storm-Chaser coughed. “No more teasing each other. Let us eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Christine
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      Jake hadn’t come home last night. By mid-morning, Christine paced the worn floorboards, her fingers twisting the hem of her nightgown as scenarios flashed through her mind – each more gruesome than the last. Her imagination conjured vivid images of her uncle, torn apart by wolves, his life ebbing away in some godforsaken corner of the wilderness.

      Unable to bear the suffocating silence any longer, Christine made a decision. Her trembling hands steadied as she laced up her boots, determination overriding fear.

      As she stepped out into the crisp mountain air, Christine cast one last glance at the cabin. “I’m coming, Uncle Jake,” she whispered, her words carried away by the wind as she set out westward, pushing aside the feeling that someone was watching her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lieutenant David Smith

      

      

      Lieutenant David Smith drew behind a tree watching Christine leave and let out a stream of smoke from his cigar. Four men waited for his orders.

      Jacob came up beside him. “Thought you said to grab the girl. Want me to chase after her?”

      “No, I can console her through her grief. We spotted Jake back there.” He bowed his head in the opposite direction that Christine headed. “Best she was out of the way for now. And if she’s as pleasing as she looks, I may even make her my wife.” He snickered. “Just get to the south side of the cabin and wait until the old man comes back.”

      Jacob scouted off, frowning as he kicked pebbles on the ground. He took his place, with a dejected expression, among the other men hiding in the shadows of the cabin.

      Under the cover of the log cabin, his men waited. After Jake halted his horse and leapt down, a rifle cocked. His men surrounded the thief. Allowing them the freedom to do as they liked, they kicked and punched the old man until he staggered.

      “Now,” David seethed as he struck Jake in the face. “Where’s the money you owe me? I’ve granted you time, which you’ve spent hiding. Did you think I wouldn’t find you?”

      “But, I found gold, l-look in my pockets.” Jake implored. Blood and sweat dripped through his frayed shirt.

      David ripped open the pockets, and stones spilled out, with one gold nugget.

      “See I-I told you I’d pay you back what I owe.” His voice trembled.

      “A handful of blackened pebbles?” David snorted. “And a nugget that’s not enough to make a decent ring, probably fool’s gold anyway.” Angered he punched Jake in the stomach. Glaring he wiped Jake’s blood from his knuckles across the old man’s sleeve. “You’re trying to trick me. Besides, you forgot the interest. Your niece should do nicely for that.”

      “N-no, stay away from her!” Jake shouted. “She don’t have nothing to do with any of this.”

      David whistled to two men. They scurried into the cabin. Tore and smashed anything they could find. Satisfied with their work, David handed them a lantern with the flame flicking in the wind.

      Letting out a victory yell, Jacob tossed the lantern inside on the torn curtains. The glass shattered. Kerosene flame ruptured into liquid fire.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Christine

      

      

      Christine’s legs burned as she crested a small rise, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She paused, bracing her hands on her knees as she fought to steady her breathing. An uneasy feeling gnawed at her gut, prompting her to glance back towards the cabin.

      For a moment, she indulged in a comforting fantasy: Uncle Jake would be there, his weathered face creased in a disapproving frown, arms crossed as he scolded her for wandering too far. The image was so vivid she could almost hear his gruff voice carried on the wind.

      Reality shattered her illusion with brutal efficiency.

      There was Uncle Jake, his once-proud frame now battered and bloodied, hung limply between two brutes. A third man, his face twisted in a rictus of cruel joy, rained blow after vicious blow upon Jake’s unresisting body.

      The scream that tore from Christine’s throat seemed to come from somewhere outside herself – a primal, anguished sound that echoed through the trees and sent birds scattering in alarm. Her world tilted and narrowed, all her senses focused on the horrific scene before her.

      Without conscious thought, her feet began to move. She stumbled down the hill, heedless of the branches that whipped at her face and tore at her clothes. All that mattered was reaching Uncle Jake.

      Only a few yards from the cabin, Christine stopped, catching her breath. Her side pierced each time she inhaled like her lungs had split. She looked, wishing the awful things she saw were a delusion, but the vision real. Her uncle seemed unconscious from the beating.

      But there were too many men for her and she didn’t have a weapon.

      Christine drew in a ragged breath and started running harder.

      Curtains inside the cabin were ablaze. The fire eagerly licked up the walls causing smoldering embers to crackle and burst.

      One of the men drew out a hunting knife. “Again you’ve messed up things. And now I have to clean up after you.” He plunged the knife into Jake, twisting the blade in deep until blood spat up from the old man’s lips, dribbling down his white beard. Then he slumped and fell limp to the ground.

      “No.” Christine cried out and ran into a man knocking both of them into the dirt.

      The other men chuckled.

      The man who killed her uncle turned around. “Ah well,” he sighed. “Now I won’t have to pretend with you.” With a flourish, he whipped out a handkerchief and wiped the blood from his hands. “However, I wished to spare you seeing the end of this lying old man, who tried to keep us apart.” He cleaned his hands as though nothing out of the ordinary had just happened.

      “Murderer!” She spat at him.
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