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PROLOGUE

Spring 1877

Married at eighteen, widowed at twenty. That was the foremost thought in Grace James née Thomas’s mind as she watched in stunned disbelief as the casket containing the remains of her husband was lowered into the ground on the small hill that Mark had jokingly said one day was to be reserved as the family cemetery. At the time, they had both laughed at the absurdity of anyone being buried on that plot any time soon, believing that they would both live until old age.

She could hear someone sobbing, deep, heart-wrenching sobs that told of the loss of the one who mourned. The sun was shining, birds were calling out to each other and in the distance a cow mooed. Just a normal spring day in the countryside area of Bozeman, Montana, named after the trail blazer John Bozeman who, together with his trusted friend John Jacobs, established the Bozeman Trail, which was a side trail off the famous Oregon Trail.

Whatever was happening seemed so surreal that Grace thought she was dreaming and would soon wake up to find her darling husband watching her with his deep brooding eyes that had made her heart turn and beat very fast from the very first moment that she had set her eyes on him. Mark James, husband, friend and lover of Grace Thomas, and father to two year old Sarah James, who bore a striking resemblance to her father, now lying still, soon to be buried under the earth, returning to the dust from whence man came as the preacher droned in his deep soft voice. 

Grace wished she could turn back time to seven days ago to a time when she was so happy and had the whole world at her feet. Mark had just purchased ten more Appaloosa horses from his friend Chief Bear Claw, a Nez Perce tribal leader with whom he did a lot of business, and they were of good stock. Mark had a liking for the Appaloosa horses because of their stamina and intelligence and very good disposition. Their spotted color made them easily camouflaged so they were a favorite with soldiers and law enforcement officers, and their easy demeanor made them very easy to handle. 

That night, however, Mark started to experience difficulty breathing and no amount of steam inhalation or rubbing would help. In the morning Grace sent for the nearest doctor who had his practice in the town of Bozeman and when Dr. Miles Woodrow arrived, he deduced that Mark was suffering from too much exposure to cold and possibly pneumonia.

“Must have happened when he went to meet with Chief Bear Claw,” Grace agreed. At that point Mark did not look too ill and the doctor left some foul smelling concoction for him to take three times a day, as well as hot soup and Grace was to ensure that he kept warm at all times. 

Three days later, Mark took a turn for the worse and by the time Dr. Woodrow was summoned once again, Mark was gasping for breath, his face lined with the fatigue of straining to breathe normally. Grace was very worried but calmed down when Minnie James, Mark’s mother, arrived from Billings where she lived and the two of them tried to do all they could for their beloved but at sunset Mark breathed his last. 

Forced back to the present, Grace heard Minnie’s voice calling out to her softly and she turned her head slowly, wondering why the simple task seemed to completely drain her. 

“Grace, Sarah needs you,” Minnie’s tearful voice said once again. She was holding Grace’s two-year-old daughter whose face was streaked with tears, her fat right thumb in her mouth. The girl was sucking her thumb noisily, something she only did when she was distressed.

“I can’t...” Grace shook her head, turning away from her mother-in-law and her daughter, watching as the grave diggers filled the hole into which the man of her dreams would remain for eternity. She was numb, she had not shed a single tear since Mark had died in her arms two days ago. 

Grace had not cried when Dr. Woodrow arrived two hours later and pronounced him medically dead, finding Grace still holding Mark’s head on her lap. She had not cried when neighbors and friends came to pay their last respects to the young man who had been so hardworking and determined to make a success of his ranch that he had named the Fierce Filly. And even now as she watched her husband being buried, not a single tear fell from her eyes. The grief in her heart was so deep but she did not want to fall apart in front of all her neighbors and friends, and she did not want Minnie and Sarah to be further distressed. 

So Grace did what countless women have done over the ages, she internalized her pain, raised a hard face to the sky and pursed her lips. She had to go on for the sake of Sarah and Minnie, and make sure that her husband’s dream of having the best horse ranch in southwestern Montana became a reality.

***

Tom Mays watched the young widow with narrowed, calculating eyes. He owned the Big Stud ranch, which was to the east side of the Fierce Filly. Poor girl, she seemed so young and immature and to have lost her husband so soon after marrying him must be devastating for her. One of his ranch hands had informed him that Mrs. Grace James had come in from Boston, Massachusetts, and he had no doubt that after the funeral and realizing how lonely life could be out in the Bozeman Valley with a small child to look after, the young widow would soon pack her bags and be off back to Boston and probably another marriage. 

She was not quite a looker, at least not according to him. Tom preferred his women to be small and petite, easier to control. This lass was slightly taller than the average woman, standing at about five feet eight inches, and even though she was slender the hint of fullness was there in her features. Besides that, she had a stern look in her eyes and the few times that they had met in town or during community gatherings he had sensed an underlying sense of seriousness.

All that would not help her here now that her husband was gone, and it was just a matter of days before she began selling all their stock and equipment and eventually the one hundred and sixty acres of land that her husband had acquired as part of the Homestead Act. Mark James had received his acres from the then mayor of the town along with a number of other people almost five years ago and started his ranch. Tom Mays had already been a rancher for about three years after inheriting the Big Stud from his parents when the newcomers arrived and at first he had looked on in amusement as young Mark had struggled with the sorry pack of horses that he had.

“Mark my words,” he remembered telling one of his drinking buddies, “That young stag is all fired up with the excitement of finally owning his own piece of land but will soon get bored like other young men his age and seek a buyer. Then he will continue on to California for the good life and to blow all the money away.”

To his surprise and chagrin, the young rancher had stabilized his ranch after two years of struggling, getting prize horses from the Shoshone and Nez Perce who still roamed the area. Mark James had slowly built his stock and at the time of his death, he had almost fifty horses that were fine breed, most of them Appaloosa horses.

Tom pursed his lips. The amount of work that went into running a ranch was hard enough for a man, how would a mere socialite from Boston manage that? He smiled inwardly. His own ranch was doing very well but he wanted more land and he would put his ear to the ground and wait for the merest whisper that the Fierce Filly’s new owner wanted to sell. He would push her into selling him all her horses and the land, and he was sure that like all women, Grace James did not have any business acumen. 

Yes, he would wait, and he would gain. That thought made him almost smile but he checked himself because he did not want the neighbors giving him questioning looks as to why he seemed so cheerful when the mood was so solemn indeed. 

***

Rose McNamara looked at the young widow and felt a well of compassion rising up within her. She had come to pay her respects immediately after word had gone out that young Mark James was dead, and finding the home in chaos she had chosen to stay behind, giving instructions to her daughter-in-law Deborah to hold down the fort at their ranch. 

Like Mark James, Rose and her husband Byron had come to Bozeman Valley almost five years ago from Chicago and she had immediately fallen in love with the place. Unfortunately just two years later, her husband had died after a nasty fall from one of the horses he was trying to break in. Rose had mourned her lover and friend of twenty years but she had two sons aged twenty and eighteen years to help her, so she had struggled on and now her ranch, The Steady Stud was also doing well.

Unlike her, Grace James had no sons to help her run the ranch. Mark and Grace had been the sole full-time laborers on the ranch and once in a while when the workload got too heavy, they had hired ranch hands for a few weeks at a time because they still could not afford a permanent employee. Rose wondered what Grace would do, if she would decide that life on a ranch was too lonely and decide to sell and move away. She knew that Mark’s mother Minnie lived in Billings and had come to help nurse him when he fell ill and she would probably be returning back there and might convince Grace to go with her. 

Rose sighed inwardly. She would not blame Grace if she decided to leave, knowing how hard any rancher had to work in order to realize profits from their ventures. Would this young girl survive in this hard country? Then Rose smiled inwardly, yes she would. Grace was a tough young woman though no one looking at her could really see that. She looked so delicate and weak and perhaps had seemed that way because her husband was so tough looking and strong. Rose was sure that if Grace decided to stay, she would get a lot of help from some of the neighbors who had respected and admired Mark James because he was a very hard-working man who was also very considerate of his neighbors. 

The farming community in Bozeman Valley was a closely knit group and they had to be, because of threats from wayward bandits and thugs who often used the Bozeman Trail in pursuit of riches in the form of gold, silver and copper in the north. It was unfortunate that the road which made it easy for the farmers and ranchers to get their produce to Virginia City and beyond was also the same road that brought in many undesirables. 

Grace James would be alright and she would see to it that the young widow received all the help she could, or her name was not Rose McNamara. The one thing that disturbed her peace of mind, however, was Tom Mays. She had seen him observing Mark James’s widow and had seen the sinister look on his face, as though he was plotting something. She would make sure that the greedy man did not get his hands on anything that belonged to Grace James, even if she had to beat him off with a prong! 

***

“Are you sure you won’t change your mind, son? Please let me come with you.” The grizzled sixty-year-old man looked at his companion with piercing blue eyes, still sharp in spite of the pain that lay behind them and which surfaced from time to time. 

William Branson was a tall and lanky man who had worked as a ranch hand for most of his life. He had worked for Henry and Judith McAllister for many years on their ranch in Fargo, North Dakota, before the tragic fire accident that had taken place almost five years ago had claimed their lives, leaving their only child Arthur an orphan and penniless. Arthur was eighteen when his parents died and William had taken the young grieving boy under his wing, and for five years the two of them had roamed the Wild West in search of work as ranch hands, never quite settling in one place. 

Finally they landed in Fort Benton, Montana and William had suffered a mild stroke, necessitating them to change their plans. They found work at a dairy ranch and because good hands were scarce, the owner, Gregory Hayes had been happy to give them permanent jobs even though William could not do very strenuous work. For a while, Arthur was content to remain at the farm and work alongside William but complications had arisen in the form of one Sally May Hayes, daughter of the ranch owner who had taken a liking to Arthur and decided that she wanted this silent and handsome cowboy for herself. 

Gregory was happy with the idea of Arthur becoming his son-in-law because the young man was hardworking, but Arthur was not in love with Sally May. Realizing that things would get very nasty if he stayed, he had feigned drunkenness on a number of occasions, washing his mouth with whisky whenever he sensed that Gregory was around and finally he had received his marching orders. 

“You are a good-for-nothing drunk,” Gregory had screamed at him during their last confrontation just a few days back. “And to think that I almost gave you my blessings to marry my daughter. Get off my property and never come back.”

William was well aware of Arthur’s ploy and had wanted to leave the farm with him but Arthur restrained him. 

“I do not know where I am going to land next William, and your health has been compromised enough as it is. Remain here, you will be alright because Gregory likes you. When I finally find my place in life I will send for you, and that is my promise.”

The two men shook hands solemnly, both had tears in their eyes because for the past five years they had had only each other to lean on. 

CHAPTER ONE

Grace sat still, gazing at the hills in the distance, her felt hat pushed back to reveal a dark mass of curls which could not be tamed. Hard to believe that it was exactly three years since she had buried her husband. Time seemed to have flown past but the pain was still as raw as if it had happened just yesterday. She missed her husband so much and even with the joy of having the ranch running very well, she felt like something was missing. 

Mark had loved this ranch and the animals, and now as Grace looked at the fifty or so horses that were grazing in the meadow below the hill she felt a deep sense of accomplishment. The breeze felt wonderful against her face, carrying with it the essence of fresh leaves, wildflowers and the earth. She loved the smell of the earth and once again she was filled with the sense of something she could not quite understand. It was akin to wonder and awe at the way creation seemed to be in harmony, trees swaying gently in the breeze, birds chirping merrily and in the distance a cow mooed and she heard chickens clucking. A smile broke out on her face in spite of the pain that was in her heart. This was her blessing, God’s wonderful grace bestowed upon her and she felt quite humbled. 

“Oh, Mark,” she whispered. “You would have been so happy with the progress that the Fierce Filly has made in the last three years.” She turned towards the hills once again, which were part of her land and she felt deep joy within her. God had been good to her and in the three years since she lost her husband her animals had never lacked hay nor water. Just like her husband had done, when the grass was tall enough she often engaged the services of one or two young men to help her cut it and stack in and make hay for her animals. Most of her customers who purchased the horses from her paid a tidy sum and she was getting ready to offload a number of the horses she had. 

The Fierce Filly lay in the valley beneath the hill on which she was standing and she could make out her mother-in-law and her daughter walking towards the barn. The whole outfit consisted of the large farmhouse which Mark had constructed: a four bedroom building that gleamed in the morning sunlight. It was white-washed and every six months or so Grace added a new coat of paint just like Mark had taught her to do. It was hard work and she usually engaged the services of one or two young men from the church to help her, but she did most of the painting inside the house. Apart from the house was a large barn which housed all of her twenty mares. The studs were too restless to be placed indoors and they roamed the fields unhampered by anything except the wooden fence that kept them contained. 

Grace also had two cows that gave her milk for most of the year. Betsy and Hannah were Texas Longhorns and she had placed them at the far end of the barn for safety since the first thing that thieves usually went for were the harmless animals such as cows and calves. 

A few months before his death, Mark had built her a hen house: a wooden structure which had compartments on one side where the hens laid their eggs and hatched their young ones.

“Now my beautiful wife and daughter can always have eggs for their breakfast,” he had said as he nailed the last wooden plank in place. “No more buying eggs for you, I will start you off with ten hens and one cockerel. Within a few months you should have as many chickens as you can handle and sell the surplus.”

She jumped off Gwendolyn her three-year-old mare, given to her as a gift by Chief Bear Claw when he had come to pay his respects to his friend. He had waited until all the mourners had left before he showed up the next day with his two wives and five children. That he and Mark had been good friends was evident in the tears that had run unchecked down the proud looking man’s face. 

“Mark was not just a friend, he was my brother,” Bear Claw told Grace when she invited them into her house for refreshments after they had performed their own mourning rites. “He taught me how to speak English and was teaching me the ways of your God.”

Grace had almost broken down then. Mark James had loved the Lord and when they got married she was not a very strong believer but life with him had made her realize that God was real and worthy of her adoration and service. Before that she had some semblance of religion as she had attended church faithfully in Boston, but she had no personal relationship with the Savior and it was Mark who had gently and lovingly made her aware of her own fallibility in the light of an infallible God. 

Bear Claw had brought Grace the mare to comfort her and promised to help her in every way that he could and before he left he had even proposed that he marry her. At first she had thought he was joking but when she looked into his eyes, she saw that he was serious.

“To be your wife is an honor, Chief Bear Claw,” she had to pick her words carefully. “I know it is honoring Mark and for that I will always be grateful. However, our God does not allow me to become a man’s wife if he already has another wife, and I can see that you already have two beautiful wives.”

“I have four, the other two Tender Foot and Gentle Arrow are heavy with child and could not come,” the man bragged. “I can give you many fine sons.”

“I have no doubt about that, and I thank you very much. If Mark’s God allowed it, you would be the first man that I would accept as my new husband.”

Bear Claw sat in deep thought for a while and then nodded. “You are a good woman and Mark was lucky to have married you.”

As Grace led Gwendolyn gently by the reins towards the family cemetery, she thought about Bear Claw and how wonderful he had been to her over the three years. He had not only given her this wonderful horse who seemed to understand all her moods and who was the recipient of her joys and frustrations and who would never betray her confidence. More than that, he had continued to help her build up her stock by supplying her with good horses and guiding her just as Mark would have done had he been there with the result that now, three years later, the Fierce Filly was not only one of the best ranches in Bozeman Valley, but Grace James could live in comfort without worrying about where her next meal was coming from. 

To add on to her joy, Minnie James, her mother-in-law had packed up house in Billings and moved in with her to help her with Sarah and also to run the farmhouse and together the two women were holding to that. 

She stood at the foot of Mark’s grave for a long while, remembering his handsome face, his charming smile, and sometimes when he thought she was not looking, the brooding look in his eyes. A deep shudder ran through her body, leaving her feeling drained and sad. She missed her husband so much and she made it a habit to come out to his grave once a day just to feel close to him and to remember their brief but happy marriage. 

Grace was born and raised in Boston, Massachusetts and her father, Brandon Thomas, worked at a livery stable and was in charge of prize horses that belonged to the socialites of Boston. From when she turned two years old and could sit properly, her father had put her on a horse. She was a natural and by the age of six, she was riding like the wind. 

Her father died when she was fourteen and her mother remarried three years later and wanted to move away to South Carolina with her new husband. Her stepfather was a good man but Grace had no desire to leave Boston and her horses behind so she asked her father’s old employer for a job. For a while things were good and it was just like the good old days when her father was alive, but the livery stable burnt down and a number of the horses perished in the fire. It was a blow to the seventeen-year-old girl because she now had no job and had to take up doing laundry for families, a job she detested but given her lack of proper education, she could not get a job as a governess.

It was while she was slowly sinking into despair that she had come across a newspaper advertisement where ranchers and farmers in the west wanted mail order brides. Without a further thought she had used the little money she had saved up to respond to four of the adverts and when Mark James wrote to her, she knew she had found the man she wanted. 

From the beginning, Mark had indicated to her that he was a Christian and had a personal walk with the Lord, and his desire was to find a woman who would be his soulmate and help him on his young ranch. After corresponding for three months, Mark had eventually sent her money for her fare and Grace packed up her few belongings in one small valise and embarked on her journey to Bozeman Valley. 

Life with Mark had been what she had hoped for and even more. Mark was a wonderful husband and when she had disclosed to him that she was pregnant, his joy had known no bounds. When Sarah was born, it was as though Grace had taken the sun, put it on a platter and served it to her husband. He would hurry home to be with his young family and rarely took overnight trips out of the farm just so he could be near his wife and daughter. 

Grace crouched down and pulled a few weeds off the grave. She liked coming here but she had never brought herself to talk even though she always felt the need to. Mark was dead, he was never coming back so why speak to someone who could not hear her?

“Thought I’d find you here,” she heard the deep feminine voice and she used her knees as leverage to hoist herself back up, turning to smile at the newcomer.

“Hello, Rose, what brings you out this way on a day like this when you should be working hard to plant new corn?”

“Just thought I would check on you to see how you were doing,” the older lady jumped agilely off her horse. Rose McNamara was a rebel of sorts and every time Grace saw her she was wearing either dungarees, breeches or jeans, something very few women dared to do because they felt it was immodest for a woman to put on the same clothes as men did. Rose did not care, and if anyone raised an eyebrow at her dressing she had perfected the response, raised eyebrows of her own and a pursed mouth, daring anyone to say anything. Today she had on her usual jeans. “I passed by the house and found Minnie and Sarah busy baking. They told me you were out here on the range.”

“Came to check on the fence and make sure everything is alright.”

“You work too hard, little lady,” Rose shook her head. “Don’t you ever rest?”

“Talk of the pot calling the kettle black,” Grace murmured. 

“I heard you,” Rose yelled, wagging a finger at the younger woman. That the two women were good friends was evidenced by the light banter they shared. “These old bones need to be kept active so they do not atrophy. You on the other hand need to work less and begin to think about living more.”

“Do I look dead to you, Rose? I am a living and breathing human being.”

“If you say so, but what I mean is that you need someone in your life, someone to take care of you, Minnie and Sarah.”

“Rose...”

“Do not interrupt your elders when they are speaking,” Rose said in a schoolmarm’s voice. “You need a man around here, Grace, not just for yourself but for your protection. I know that you can always count on me and a few other farmers around here, but having a man living on the Fierce Filly full time will keep away unwanted marauders in the form of humans and animals.”

“Minnie and I are doing just fine.”

“I know you are, young lady,” Rose bent to pull up a piece of grass, groaning dramatically and causing Grace to giggle. “You will one day be as old as I am... Grace, don’t laugh at me.”

“I am not laughing at you.”

“Ah well,” Rose grinned. “What I am saying
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