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Author Note

SURVIVOR’S HEART was written as a tribute to the courageous men, women, and children pioneers who spent the winter of 1846–7 trapped by snow in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, a few desperate miles from California’s lush Sacramento Valley. Their spirit and will to live may never be equaled.

Although actual members of the ill-fated Donner party, as well as other historical figures such as Captain Sutter, who offered his fort as shelter to the survivors, are mentioned in this book, it remains a work of fiction and should not be interpreted as a literal account of history.

I am deeply grateful for the diaries, letters, and logbooks kept by the survivors; George R. Stewart, author of Ordeal By Hunger; and my mother for raising me in the shadow of that haunting mountain.
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Chapter 1
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JESSIE’S MUSCLES SPASMED. Weak, she nearly sank to her knees, but she’d almost reached the small, snow-trapped shelter. She hated the smells, the dark silence inside what she, her parents, and the others in the wagon train had built while snow fell all around them, but there was warmth within the wood-and-canvas walls.

Once again she shuddered. A sob pooled in her throat, but she fought it down. Tears, she knew, changed nothing.

Yet another storm would descend before nightfall. Already the clouds had turned from gray to black, sagging, building, enveloping first the mountain peak and then the already blanketed evergreens, settling finally over the thin trail she’d traveled along today. She hated seeing yet more snow fall, but hate took so much energy.

Energy she needed simply to stay alive.

A lash of wind caught her unawares, half lifting what remained of her shawl off her head. She wrapped the ragged ends as best she could around her neck, tucking her numb fingers between the wool and her throat. Her forehead ached from cold and exhaustion. She’d stopped feeling her feet not long after leaving the shelter this morning. If it wasn’t for Elizabeth, maybe she’d sink to her knees in the snow and let go.

Angry now, the wind slapped her cheeks and scraped at her eyelids and nose. Jessie ducked her head, set her legs under her heavy skirts, and pushed on. Last month the final climb to the shelter huddled against a wall of rock hadn’t taken this much strength, but a month ago there’d been some dried fish, what hides they hadn’t given to the others, and the wolf Raymond shot after it ventured too close.

She hadn’t eaten anything for four, maybe five days now and very little before that. Without food in her stomach, she wouldn’t have the strength to return to the traps.

The moment she pushed aside the wind-tattered blanket that covered the small opening, she caught the hard scent of smoke. Half angry at whoever had put too much damp green wood into the small sheet-iron stove, she blinked, trying to make out the forms huddled around it.

There was one, Raymond Sage.

His hunched, ragged figure brought it all back—only she, Raymond, and Elizabeth remained.

Jessie dropped to her knees before the stove and stretched out her hands. As warmth returned to her fingertips, her anger at his fire building evaporated. That emotion, like tears and grief, took too much from her.

“Anything?”

Jessie started to shake her head. The movement made her so dizzy that she momentarily forgot how uneasy she felt in Raymond’s presence. “The traps haven’t been touched. There aren’t any rabbits, mice, anything, left.” The last sentence rose from her to mix with the smoke.

“There haven’t been any rabbits except that one sick thing since we got here. Why you keep looking—”

Raymond knew why, when she felt strong enough and the winds didn’t churn the snow around her, she checked the crude snares she’d set up near a number of deadfalls. The alternative . . .

“How is she?”

“Sleeping.”

It seemed like six-month-old Elizabeth Walker slept all the time. Although she hadn’t stopped shivering, Jessie backed from the fire and, still on hands and knees, crawled over to the mound of blanket and pine needles that was the baby’s bed. Jessie cupped her hand close over the gray, slack mouth, not breathing until a puff of warm air reassured her that Elizabeth was still alive. Then she scooted around until she was sitting cross-legged and stared at what Raymond was doing.

Cooking. His attention was now riveted on what he was doing.

She felt old, so old. Now that she was back inside the shelter, she couldn’t believe she’d had the strength to walk the half mile to the snares.

Raymond was cooking, simmering something in the battered pot that once belonged to Elizabeth’s mother.

The wind outside must have changed directions. It now sucked the smoke up around the stovepipe and out the hole the men had left in the cabin roof.

Before her father cut himself with his axe and died, raging until the end that her mother wasn’t doing enough to stop the bleeding.

“It’s going to snow,” she said.

“I know. I watched the clouds building.”

She swallowed and forced herself to speak. “You took Elizabeth outside?”

“For a few minutes. But she started crying. You know how I hate that. She stopped when I brought her back in.”

If she’d been there, Jessie would have kept Elizabeth outside longer so the baby could breathe fresh air and a little of the weak winter sun could touch her too-thin cheeks. But she hadn’t been to the traps for three, or was it four—they all ran together—days. Raymond wouldn’t go. He said it was a waste of time.

He was right.

Jessie felt her head jerk forward and realized she’d almost fallen asleep. Despite the effort it took, she managed to struggle out of her damp shawl and spread it so it would dry. If she had to go outside before it did, she could wear her mother’s, but she hated having to do that. It hurt so much to touch her mother’s belongings.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” she asked, wondering at the rawness in her throat.

“Stare at me.”

Had she? She opened her mouth to tell Raymond she hadn’t been aware of anything except a weariness that went clear to her heart. But when she focused on what he was doing, she understood. She indicated their surroundings, the mat of pine branches that served as their floor and absorbed some of the moisture that continually seeped in, Mama’s two beloved stick-back chairs, the washstand Papa had wanted to leave behind in Missouri, the crude pole-and-brush beds the men had fashioned so no one would have to sleep on the ground. “There’s nothing else for me to look at.”

“I know what you think—”

She dragged in a breath of stale air. “It isn’t for me to say one way or the other, Raymond. You only do what you must.”

“What we both must, Jessie. You know what they’re doing—the Donners, Mr. Keseberg, the Eddys.”

Jessie nodded. This wasn’t the first time she and Raymond had talked about what he believed the others were doing to stay alive. He seemed fixed on the subject and that, as much as the reality, set her on edge. For a long time she, her parents, elderly Mr. and Mrs. Allsetter, Elizabeth’s mother, and Raymond had fared better because the Allsetters had oxen, and a wolf pack had been drawn to them. But the animals that had hauled the Allsetters’ wagon into the mountains were dead and eaten. The wolves had stopped coming. And nothing remained of the fish Raymond had pulled out of the small nearby lake even after it froze over. Much of the wolf Raymond had shot had gone to feed Elizabeth’s mother so Elie would have milk for her baby. It hadn’t been enough. Now Elie lay under the snow with the others.

Elizabeth. What would she feed the little one when she woke? Without saying anything to Raymond, Jessie made her way to the limp flour bag beside the cooking utensils. She reached for a small pot half full of melted snow and shook what remained of the flour into it. It was barely enough to turn the water milky. Still, she placed it beside the stove not far from Raymond’s pot.

“What are you doing? You can’t keep her alive with flour water. And you can’t keep yourself alive if you don’t eat.”

I know. Don’t you think I know that? “She needs it more than I do.” Jessie glanced, quickly, at Raymond’s pot. That would put life back into Elizabeth’s limbs. Although nothing remained in her stomach, she felt close to vomiting. “There’s still some coffee.”

“Coffee? Jessie, don’t!”

Before Jessie could think of anything to say to him, Elizabeth made a soft mewing sound. Jessie pushed herself to her feet and started toward the baby. After her second step, her legs buckled. On hands and knees, her head seeming to pulse, she crawled over to Elizabeth and clutched her to her breast. “Don’t cry, little one,” she crooned. “I’m here. You—it’s going to be all right. All right—”

But it wasn’t.

Elizabeth mewed again, distracting Jessie from her fevered thoughts. The baby sounded so weak, the way the others had before they died. “No, sweetheart. Don’t cry. You need your strength.” With Elizabeth tucked in her arm, Jessie half walked, half stumbled back to the stove. She sensed Raymond’s eyes, not on her but on Elizabeth, and a terrible fear washed through her. No! He couldn’t be thinking that!

Trying to ignore him, she settled herself and Elizabeth before the almost stifling heat. The moment she stared into those huge blue, somber eyes, she forgot everything except the baby and her fierce determination to keep Elizabeth alive.

“I saw the sun today,” she whispered, concerned because Elizabeth didn’t seem to be responding to her voice—something she’d always done. “Just for a few minutes. Then a cloud came—maybe it’s going to snow again. I wish it wouldn’t. Dear God, I wish—” No. Wishes and dreams were one and the same, a lie. “The mice are sleeping, hibernating. Do you know that word, hibernating?

“And the rabbits and bears. Everything except the deer and wolves. Only, my papa said the deer leave the mountains in the winter. That’s why we haven’t been able to shoot any.”

She pulled Elizabeth’s tiny hand out from under her blanket and blew moist air on it. Still, Elizabeth didn’t move.

“When we leave this place, when Mr. Reed brings back help and we get to the valley, I’ll plant flowers for you. By then you’ll be so strong, crawling, learning how to walk. We’ll sit together and watch the flowers bloom. And we’ll have corn, peas, potatoes. Oh, Elizabeth—” Her voice caught. “I promise you sweet peas and apples with so much juice in them that it’ll run off your fingers.”

“You’re talking crazy.”

She hated Raymond’s voice. Hated his strength. “I have to talk to her. Give her a reason to go on fighting.”

“Sweet peas and apples won’t give her strength. Not here. Not now. We’re going to die.” His voice rose. “Die.”

Trembling, Jessie dipped a spoon into the flour water and held it to Elizabeth’s mouth. The baby made an almost frantic sucking motion, then stopped. She twisted her face as if to cry. Instead, only a whimper came out. After a moment, she took the white-colored water, eyes dull.

“I know,” Jessie whispered. “I know it isn’t enough. It won’t—” Her vision blurred. Tears. But tears changed nothing. Only one thing would—only one thing would keep Elizabeth alive.

With Raymond’s hot, dark eyes on her, she dipped the spoon into the other pot. Stay alive, Elizabeth. It doesn’t matter; nothing does. Just stay alive.
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Chapter 2
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IT BEGAN SNOWING BEFORE dark.

Jessie sat holding Elizabeth, straining to hear the baby breathe. The wind rocked the cabin, throwing snow against it as if angry at those inside who’d survived its strength. Raymond took a cup of what she’d fed Elizabeth and drank it, his facial muscles pulled tight. He hadn’t shaved for a long time now, saying that his beard protected his face from the cold. She thought it only added to his wild look. From where she sat on the opposite side of the small stove, Jessie could smell his unwashed sweat and the smoke that clung to the only shirt she’d seen on him in weeks.

Did she know him anymore?

She bent over Elizabeth and drew in the baby’s slightly soured breath. She worked hard to keep her in clean diapers so her flesh wouldn’t chap. Whenever she scrubbed Elizabeth’s clothes in the washing pan, she added what she could of her own things. She’d asked Raymond if he wanted her to wash anything for him, but he’d told her not to bother.

How old was he? He’d never said but her mother had thought him to be just into his thirties, which could make him ten years older than her. Today he looked closer to fifty.

Almost as old as she felt. Twenty? No. She couldn’t possibly be that young.

The wind slammed into the blanket door and sent snow skittering inside. Jessie met Raymond’s eyes, but neither of them spoke. She shifted position slightly to shield Elizabeth from the cold and ran her fingers through fine, limp blond hair. Her thoughts went to her own tangled hair, and the hunk her father had cut out of it before she twisted away from him.

It didn’t matter. He was dead.

“Sleep, little one,” she whispered. “Sleep and dream of California. Your aunt is there. And your uncle. Your mama told me they have a farm, a real farm. They—they’ll give you a home.”

Raymond grunted and glared but said nothing. Feeling his disapproval, Jessie nevertheless went on. She spoke of how Elizabeth had been so young that she couldn’t hold her head up when she and her parents joined the wagon train at Little Sandy, elected George Donner captain, and made the decision to follow Lansford Hastings’s advice to take the route south of the Great Salt Lake. “Do you remember the day Mr. Reed killed Mr. Snyder? Mr. Snyder shouldn’t have beaten his oxen; what could Mr. Reed do except try to stop him? Mrs. Reed cried so, saying her husband would die in the wilderness if the men banished him. But he didn’t die, Elizabeth. Mr. Stanton said he surely made it to Fort Sutter. He’ll be back, little one. He won’t leave his family here to die. Or us.”

“Jessie, damn it, don’t.”

She refused to look at him. “I have to give her something to hold on to.”

“Hold on? What for?”

For several minutes Jessie sat rocking Elizabeth, thinking not about Raymond’s words but back to the day when Mr. Reed’s knife put an end to another man’s life. She’d been horrified and sickened, certain she’d never see anything like that again. But she had—wagons careening off the side of a mountain, animals dying of thirst and Indian arrows, the life ebbing from her mother while Jessie cried and rocked her. Snow that wouldn’t end.

When the baby moved her head as if she wanted to nurse, Jessie ladled out more of the horrible broth and fed it to her. Her own stomach rumbled. She swallowed, feeling sick. The baby fussed briefly as if her little stomach was unaccustomed to food, then, slowly, fell asleep.

“You’re a fool. It’s the only thing that’ll keep you alive.”

I can’t. It might be—Jessie fought to stop the thought. She hadn’t asked Raymond which frozen grave he’d gone to. If she didn’t know who’d made the sacrifice after death, maybe she could—but her mother was out there in the snow. And dear Mr. and Mrs. Allsetter. Elizabeth’s mother. Her father.

Her stomach knotted. Her arms ached from the effort of holding Elizabeth. Trembling slightly, she placed Elizabeth on a blanket and curled beside her, her head resting on the crook of her arm. Most evenings she spent reading from the family Bible, but tonight she lacked the strength. She turned herself over to the storm, her mind rising slowly into the air, feeling the powerful updrafts, sticking out her tongue so she could catch a few snowflakes.

She used to love the snow. As a child she’d sit for hours watching it fall, waiting for it to be done so she could run outside and build a snowman. Her father never had time for such things, said that a man couldn’t waste his energy in child’s play, especially a girl’s nonsense. But her mother, her dear, dear mother, always found time to carry out coal for eyes and a carrot for a nose. They’d stand together in front of the farmhouse, arm in arm, giggling like children.

She’d still be there, tending her garden, coaxing the soil to produce more than any other garden for miles around if her father hadn’t heard about the California Territory and told his wife and daughter they were going to join the migration west.

West.

California.

Would she ever dig her fingers into rich soil again, plant the seeds she’d brought with her, ever watch new life poke through the earth and reach for the sun?

Or would she join her mother and the others out in the snow?

• • •
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THE WIND HAD STOPPED blowing when Jessie woke up. Her body ached from having spent the night on the ground, and her mouth felt as if she’d packed it with wool fresh from a sheep. She sat up and looked around for Elizabeth.

Raymond had her. Engulfed in his broad, awkward hands, Elizabeth stared up at him while he fed her. For every spoonful he gave the baby, he took one himself. Suddenly, powerfully, Jessie feared for Elizabeth’s safety.

When she rocked, unsteady, to her knees, Raymond looked over at her with dead eyes. “She cried.” He indicated Elizabeth. “You didn’t hear her.”

Hadn’t she? She always had before. “How—is she?”

“How should I know? She’s hungry.”

He was waiting for her to say the same thing, but even with her stomach cramping, she couldn’t. Every nerve in her screamed to yank Elizabeth from Raymond’s arms, but he’d never hurt the baby. If she told him what she was thinking, it would only make things worse between them. “I—have to go outside. I’ll just be a minute.”

“The snow’s mounded up around the cabin. The wind must have been blowing toward it.”

It took so much strength to stand, put on her shawl, and walk to the door. She pushed aside the blanket, looked back at Raymond, then stepped outside, her heavily booted feet instantly sinking into a soft layer of fresh snow. Although it stung her eyes and hurt her lungs, the cold air cleared her head, and she made her way to some half-buried trees so she could relieve herself. After quickly cleaning both her hands and face with snow, she stood on widely spread legs and faced the cabin. New snow lay white and clean on the flat roof. They would have to shovel it off so the roof wouldn’t collapse under the weight, but, dear God, how was she going to summon the strength to hold a shovel?

The sky was clear. It was as if the wind had turned its anger from the cabin and vented it on the clouds sometime during the night. The men her father had listened to, those who’d already been to that place called California, had said the sky was so blue there that it rivaled the blue in a baby’s eyes.

Maybe. Here, in the mountains, it seemed as if she’d seen nothing except an unrelenting gray that simply turned darker when snowstorms threatened.

From where she stood, she couldn’t see the rest of the cabins, but it made her feel less alone to know there were other men, women, and children out there, fighting to stay alive. It had been so many days since she’d gone to see them or she and Raymond and Elizabeth had had visitors.

Had any more died?

She picked up a small handful of snow and placed it in her mouth, breathing shallowly to protect her lungs. As she did, her gaze caught on a massive white-draped mound. She’d never seen the boulder under its burden of snow, but Mrs. Allsetter had chosen it because there was no other rock this large.

“This way you’ll always be able to find it,” Mrs. Allsetter had said as she and her husband lay together, their flesh slowly sinking inward. “And when the snow melts, you can find what’s buried behind it.”

She’d cried when she heard that because it meant that Mr. and Mrs. Allsetter had given up. The money they’d spent a lifetime saving, the money that was going to start them on a new life in California, was no use to them here. They wanted her to have it—if she lived.

Wishing she had the strength to make her way to the Donner or Breen cabins so she’d have someone other than the now-distant and frightening Raymond to talk to, she forced herself instead to go back inside. She’d left him alone with Elizabeth long enough.

After standing out in the snow, she found the air inside to be even more stifling. Half because she couldn’t stand the stale smell and clutter, half because she needed something to do, she made an attempt to clean the pots and pans, wash Elizabeth’s diapers. She took a few blankets outside so they could air in the weak sun, but by the time she’d done that, her strength was spent.

Raymond sat among his belongings, scribbling in his leather-bound notebook. She’d started a diary the day they left Missouri, but it no longer seemed to matter. Her family was dead; who would care what she thought and saw and experienced? Raymond, a builder of bridges, still talked of working for Captain Sutter, his words often rambling. Maybe he filled his pages with drawings of bridges since his only family was a sister who’d become a Mormon and lived in Utah. How would he ever get letters back to her?

She wanted Raymond to say something; she was glad he remained silent. In truth, conversation had never flowed between them. They wouldn’t be together now if they’d known her parents and the Allsetters wouldn’t live to chaperone them. She knew Raymond had talked to her dying father about the possibility of a marriage once the party reached Fort Sutter, but he’d never said anything to her.

“If he presses for your hand,” Mrs. Allsetter had said, “it’s not because he has thoughts of caring for you. He thinks you have money. The man is determined to make a name for himself. It doesn’t matter to him how he acquires the funds to accomplish that.”

Jessie had told her parents that marrying Raymond was the last thing she’d ever consider. Her father had looked angry enough to strike her—was she ever going to stop being a burden on him? Her mother, eyes sparking a rare defiance, had told her husband that their daughter was going to marry a man for love, not because it wasn’t seemly for a single woman to be in California without a man to take care of her.

Besides, as only her mother and Jessie knew, she didn’t need a man to support her. And even if she did, it wouldn’t be the brooding man she’d been trapped with. 

• • •
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IN THE AFTERNOON, JESSIE fed Elizabeth again and then went outside to bring in the blankets before they froze. The sky was still clear, but that could change in a matter of minutes. She stood with the blankets clutched to her, wondering how they’d gained weight since morning. The rare gentle breeze smelled clean, so clean that she wanted to cry.

She loved the smells, the sights, the sounds of a farm at work. Here there was only white snow, gray clouds, screaming wind.

Death.

Did she want to die? She’s always loved life, fought to make it hers, held on to her determination not to be buried by a man the way her mother had been. But hunger, the death of those she loved, her own weakness made life seem like a distant mountain peak—out of reach.

If she joined the others in their snow graves, she would no longer watch her hands chap and age. She’d never again smell Raymond’s unwashed body or stare helplessly into Elizabeth’s eyes.

She’d stop dreaming of a farm, crops growing around her, warm sun on her back.

She’d never again fall asleep asking if there was such a thing as simply being loved by a man.

The blankets nearly slipped from her grasp. She clutched them close to her, shivered, and turned to go back inside. As she did, she thought she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye.

A wolf? Had they become so bold that they would walk right up to the cabin? The movement was repeated, and she realized that what she saw was no four-legged creature. She squinted, trying to see who from the other cabins was coming to visit. But when they came into focus, she realized the two men were strangers. Heavily dressed and carrying large bundles on their backs, they slowly made their way across an open slope. One of the men sank nearly to his belly in the snow, then, with an effort, wrenched himself free and continued on. No one from any of the cabins had the strength for that.

“Raymond.” The word clawed at her throat and brought tears to her eyes. She pressed the blankets against her breasts and blinked. “Raymond.”

“We’re coming.” The words, strong, deeply masculine, came from one of the approaching strangers. “We’re coming.”

Raymond. She’d opened her mouth to call out a warning, a prayer, something, but it hurt too much to speak. Surely this wasn’t Mr. Reed and the rescuers he’d promised his wife he’d return with. Mr. Reed carried himself like an aristocrat. These men reminded her of great, determined bears.

She was vaguely aware that Raymond had stepped outside, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the newcomers long enough to look his way. One, the man who’d spoken to her, had black hair that tangled around the collar of his heavy fur coat. He walked hunched over because of the weight on his back. Although she could tell the effort it took for him to continue walking, his stride was long, his shoulders broad. She couldn’t see enough to tell anything about his eyes, except that they never wavered from her gaze. The other man was an Indian; his tightly woven braids hung down the sides of his neck.

Indians? Attacking?

No. If there were Indians around, surely they would have known that she and Raymond had nothing worth taking. Besides, any Indians who might live in the mountains would have fled for the valley when the first snows fell.

Her vision blurred. When she blinked and strained to focus, she fully expected the men to have disappeared. After all these months, the nights spent praying for rescue, she’d almost stopped believing it would happen. The life would whisper out of her as it had with the others.

But when she stepped toward the two, they didn’t become mist.

“Miss Speer. Is that you?”

The man with the rumbling voice knew her name. She tried to answer but could force nothing through her half-frozen lips. Moisture pooled at the inside corner of her eyes. Knowing how quickly tears could freeze, she blinked them away and took a stumbling step toward Raymond.

He looked as if he’d just met his maker.

“Raymond? Is it—they’ve come?”

“Rescuers. We’ve been rescued!”

Rescued. Taken out of hell. Although her feet were little more than frozen lumps inside the boots her father would never again wear, she started toward the men. As before, the larger of the two held her attention.

He was big—big as a grizzly. He needed a shave, but his beard wasn’t full-grown. With each breath he took, the air in front of him misted; she breathed with him. She couldn’t tell his age and wasn’t interested in it. Despite his weariness, played out in his slow progress, a deep reserve of strength poured out of him. Enough strength to take her away from here.

They came closer. No one spoke.

She couldn’t read anything of the man’s thoughts, his emotions. His eyes, black as a night without stars, kept secrets. Stopped her from seeing inside him.

Danger. Although she fought to deny it, needed to believe in him, the thought returned. Danger.

Then, when she didn’t know whether to run or drop to her knees before him in thanksgiving, he pulled something out from under his great coat and held up a sack.

Food.

“Don’t try to move, Miss Speer.” His voice carried across the slowly decreasing distance. “Save your strength.”

Strength. Suddenly what little she had deserted her. She barely noticed when her knees touched the ground and only instinct caused her to throw out her hands to brace herself. 

• • •
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DANIEL BEAR SAW THE young woman pitch forward. If he hadn’t noticed her moving about a few minutes before, he would now be frantic to reach her. But in those minutes when he could make out her too-thin form but didn’t trust his voice to carry above the wind, he realized there was yet enough life left in her.

Still, he tightened his leg muscles and plowed through the soft snow toward her, ignoring his own need for rest. He heard the man with her say something, but the words didn’t carry. He glanced over at Salenack. The Indian was heading toward the bearded man. Miss Speer had straightened slightly by the time he reached her. She now sat half trapped in the snow, her ragged skirts twisted around her legs. She’d lifted her head so she could stare up at him, white fingers clutching her blankets. He should say something, but what he saw slammed into him with the force of a rifle bullet.

Survivor.

Her lips were pale and cracked. Her mouth looked pinched and determined. Her long dark hair hung limply around her face and throat. A ragged blanket thrown over her shoulders caught the ends of her hair. The blanket trailed down over her arms but didn’t cover her thin white hands. There was too much color to her cheeks in contrast to the whiteness of the rest of her face. She must have stood out in the wind until her cheeks chapped. Because she was looking for rescue? Because she couldn’t stand to be inside the nearly buried cabin? Because her thoughts drove her to seek solitude?

He should drop the burden he’d carried on his back for more days than he could remember and help her to her feet, offer her meat, coarse bread, and acorn-meal mush, but her eyes, her enormous, beaten, and yet fierce eyes held him. When he and the rest of the men who’d undertaken the rescue reached the other cabins, he’d seen too much defeat, too many horrors. But Miss Speer, despite her wasted appearance, hadn’t given up fighting.

He wondered what kept the spirit in her and how close she’d come to losing it.

“You—who—”

He stopped her rasping speech, not by trying to lift her out of the snow, but by sinking down beside her. In truth, now that he’d reached this final destination, he was close to exhaustion himself.

She extended her hand toward him. He sat, unmoving, waiting. When her fingers touched the side of his face, he felt the slight pressure against his beard. The touch became firmer. She explored his jawline, up around his eyes, then down to his throat. Her mouth worked, but she said nothing. He saw tears forming in her eyes, watched as she blinked them away.

Finally she brought her fingers to his lips and held them there as if his breath could restore warmth to her.

“My name is Daniel Bear, ma’am,” he said. He spoke his name proudly, certain that she would have no idea who he was. Still, not certain whether she might become unbalanced, he kept his tone low and reassuring. “Salenack and I came with a number of men sent up from the valley. After we reached the other cabins and did what we could to provide for the people there, they sent us on ahead to try to find you.”

“Mr. Reed?” She licked her lips, wincing as she touched a crack. Her hand dropped to her lap, trembling. “He made it? It took him so long. I was afraid—”

“I don’t know about Mr. Reed,” Daniel told her. “Captain Kern at Sutter’s Fort asked for volunteers to try a rescue. I gave my word.” She could have sagged against him and thus saved what little strength she had left, but she kept her back straight, her body as fierce and proud and alone as her eyes. “With the help of snowshoes and Indians, a number of your party made it to the Johnson ranch. Mrs. Sinclair who lives with her husband at another ranch appealed to Captain Kern for help. There weren’t many who could be—spared to come back with him.”

“Spare?”

“From fighting the Mexicans,” he said, hoping he’d never have to tell her that most had considered the rescue attempt a fool’s mission. “It’s a long story, Miss Speer. Later, when you’ve regained your strength.”

She swayed slightly but righted herself before he could decide whether she would want to be touched by him. She stared at her half-buried legs and tried to unravel her skirt while still holding on to her blankets. “You know my name.”

“The others told us where to look for you.”

“The others?”

“The Donners. The Murphys.”

“How—how are they?”

Daniel wasn’t ready for the question. In her present state, he didn’t believe Miss Speer needed to be told that the infection in George Donner’s wounded arm had left him bedridden and that Elizabeth Donner looked near death. When he and Salenack had left, the decision was still being made as to who had the strength to attempt the long journey down and who would have to remain behind. Instead he mentioned that he’d seen three little girls, all healthy.

“We’re going to be rescued?”

She’d barely whispered the words, making him wonder if she really understood that he was here, that he had food for whoever remained alive in her cabin. Because he could think of no better way to reach her, he touched his leather-gloved hand to her cheek. She started slightly, then seemed to lean into him. He heard something that sounded like a half-smothered sob come from deep inside her thin chest, but she didn’t cry.

“I have food with me, Miss Speer. We wanted to bring more provisions, coats, blankets, but the mules could only go so far in the snow. We had to turn the animals loose. We couldn’t carry anything more.”

At the word snow, Miss Speer seemed to pull out of her trance. She dropped the wadded blankets and tried to push herself to her feet, but her hands—why wasn’t she wearing mittens—sank out of sight. Although he’d gone almost without sleep for the better part of a week and endured things that turned dreams into nightmares, Daniel stood and held out his gloved hand to help. She placed her icy fingers in his. For a moment he was afraid he’d wrench her arm; she didn’t seem capable of doing any of the work herself. Then, grunting, she pulled her legs under her and stood unsteadily beside him. She stared, first at him, then at the blankets she’d left behind. He saw and felt her body shudder.

He wanted to hold her, give her something to cling to. She deserved that and much, much more. But even though only a Maidu Indian had accompanied him, he’d lived with the disapproval and suspicion of others for so long that he pulled back, not wanting to compromise her reputation in any way.

Salenack bellowed, distracting him. When he looked over, he saw that the Indian was struggling with the bearded man, trying to prevent him from tearing into his pack. Miss Speer turned half toward them, mouth pressed together, nose slightly flared.

“Who’s in there?” Daniel indicated the cabin.

She looked at him again. “Elizabeth. Only Elizabeth.”

Tamsen Donner, mother of the three little girls, had said that Miss Speer, her mother, Mr. Sage, and a baby were alive the last time anyone had the strength for a visit. There’d once been a total of eight people living in the cabin. According to Mrs. Donner, Miss Speer’s father had died not long after the party became trapped. Then the others started dying. “The baby’s all right?” he asked.

“You—you have food for her?”

“For all of us. We had to leave much of it for the others, but there’s enough—for a little while.” After nodding at Salenack, who was trying to restrain the bearded man from gorging on the food he’d been given, Daniel picked up the discarded blankets and gently guided Miss Speer toward the shelter. He had to practically fold himself in half to enter the cramped, low-roofed structure. Because he’d seen the other cabins, he braced himself for what he expected—pitiful conditions, disarray, vermin even. But although the air smelled smoky, the cabin was warm and surprisingly neat and tidy. Still, the careful arrangement of raised bed platforms, a few pieces of furniture, blankets, hid none of the sense of desperation.

How had she survived? What will, what determination kept her going when strong men had died in this hellish place?

He watched Miss Speer walk hunched over toward a small mound. She started to reach for something, then, as she’d done outside, sank to her knees.

She sat with her hair falling over her face, thin shoulders shaking, hands clamped on to her elbows. Her blanket coat had slid off her. He saw that she wore the top to a pair of men’s long johns. The hem fit snugly over her hips, holding her bedraggled skirts against her.

He wondered whether one of the men had given her the garment for warmth or if she’d taken it after the owner no longer had a use for it.

When she extended her hand over the small mound, he allowed himself to be distracted from her. He saw something move on the crude bed and came close enough that he could see the baby.

She was a blond. At least she’d once been blond and would be again when there was adequate warm water and soap to wash her hair. He hadn’t seen many infants in his life. Babies, to his way of reasoning, were for married folks. He’d never thought of himself as a husband, finding a woman who wasn’t afraid of him, settling down.

But the little one with her weakly moving arms and sucking mouth touched him. Pulled something from deep inside him.

He knelt and joined Miss Speer beside the baby. He could hear the sound of an argument outside and wondered why Miss Speer wasn’t thinking of her own needs the way her companion obviously was.

Maybe it was as his mother had told him, that nothing is more precious to a woman than her child.

But little Elizabeth wasn’t Miss Speer’s child.

The woman who should have been barely twenty but looked years older started to lift the baby. She managed to get her a few inches off the ground before her hands began to tremble. Daniel placed his hand under Elizabeth, easing her back down.

“Don’t try to lift her, ma’am,” he whispered. “You’re too weak.”

“I can’t be. I wasn’t this morning.”

This morning you were trying to hold on. Now, God willing, we’ll all get out of this. “I have food,” he said, unsure how much she remembered of what he’d told her before.

At his words, she looked at him. In the dim light, it was as if he’d come across twin pools somewhere deep in the mountains. Whatever secrets the pools held wouldn’t be easily revealed. “Hard biscuits and acorn-meal mush that the Indians gave me. Elizabeth can eat that, can’t she?”

Miss Speer’s mouth worked and something tragic and trapped flashed in her eyes. The emotions were gone before he could learn anything from them. When he realized she wasn’t going to speak, he occupied himself by removing the heavy canvas pack that had become part of him during the mind- and body-numbing journey. Her body swaying slightly, she watched as he pulled out dried beef strips and biscuits made from flour ground in stone mortars. He felt half starved himself and weaker than he’d ever been, but it had to be nothing compared to what she’d endured.

He pulled off his gloves and handed her the half-frozen mush his friend Chief Narcisco insisted he take with him. “Not too much and not too fast,” he warned.

She took the cake and placed it in her mouth. He watched her jaws working, appalled by how little flesh remained over her cheekbones. He expected her to take another bite as soon as she’d finished the first. Instead, she began rubbing some between her hands, softening it. When she tried to reach for a pot of water, he understood. He pulled a tin cup out of his pack, dipped a little warm water into it, and dropped the wad of mush into it. He hoped she’d go back to eating, but she seemed to have forgotten everything except what he was doing. After a minute, he ladled out a little of the now-softened food with a silver spoon he’d found among her belongings and held it to Elizabeth’s lips. The baby immediately sucked what she could of the spoon into her mouth and tried to clutch his fingers.

“Easy, little one,” he whispered, surprised by the gentle tone in his voice. Elizabeth didn’t seem to have heard him. She swallowed and began coughing.

“She’s choking.”

Daniel lifted Elizabeth off the bed before Miss Speer could move. Puzzled that he knew how to do something like this, he laid Elizabeth over his shoulder and gently tapped her back.

“Ma’am, please, you have to eat,” he said when Elizabeth stopped coughing.

His words seemed to pull her into action. She broke off another piece and began chewing. Her hands still trembled, so much that it alarmed him. He wished he could think of something to say to her, but all he had were questions about why she was still alive and what had happened to the others, and he knew she wasn’t up to answering. When he noticed that she was eyeing his coat, he touched it and then balanced Elizabeth in the crook of his arm so he could feed her and keep her head up at the same time. “That’s bearskin. It doesn’t smell so good when it gets wet, but it’s warmer than deer hide. At least I believe it is.”

She started to nod, then clamped her eyes shut as if trying to stop herself from being dizzy. “Bear. I saw tracks but I’ve never—Did you kill it?”

“Yes.”

“Yes?” She opened her eyes. “Were you in danger?”

He couldn’t understand why she cared about that, but maybe she wasn’t able to put her mind to what she’d endured. He thought about telling her of coming across an old bear who’d been wounded in a battle with another of its kind, but he didn’t want to distract her from eating. “No danger,” he told her. She was still putting food in her mouth as if she’d almost forgotten how that was done. He thought about the small warm weight in his arm, and about what Miss Speer had seen and endured since she’d joined the wagon train.

He’d watched his own mother bleed to death. But her dying had been quick, nothing like what must have happened to Miss Speer’s family.

“I have to know,” she said in her raspy voice. “The others, how are they?”

“Some good. Some bad. Don’t think about that, Miss Speer. Please. As soon as you’re strong enough, we’ll leave. Go to them.”

“Leave?” Desperate hope flooded her eyes. “We don’t have to stay—” She looked at her surroundings, shuddered. “We can leave?”

“As soon as you have a little more strength.” He indicated her oversized boots. “Do you have anything better than that for walking in?”

She seemed to be considering his question, but when the better part of a minute passed without her saying anything, he decided she must be too far gone to concentrate. By the reaction of those at the other hovels, he’d been prepared to have to restrain her from gorging herself, but she’d finished the acorn-meal cake and wasn’t searching for more.

He wanted to put Elizabeth down and replenish the fire, but after days of struggling through first rain and mud and then snow and storms and steep slopes, his legs felt unbelievably heavy. Elizabeth had been staring up at him while she ate. Now her eyes became heavy, and, reminding him of a purring kitten, she started making soft clicking sounds as if lulling herself to sleep. He pressed the limp weight close to him, feeling a small pocket of warmth and life against his ribs.

He looked over at Miss Speer, wondering if she’d understand if he said anything about what he was feeling. She was staring at Elizabeth. Then, without his having said or done anything, her eyes drifted up to him. They still reminded him of night-darkened pools of water.

“Why did you come?” he asked.

“What?”

“With the wagon train. Why were you coming to California?”

“I had—I wanted—He insisted. Papa said there was a new life for him there. And Mama and I—we had no choice.”

“Then, this wasn’t what you wanted?”

To his surprise, she shook her head. “I have dreams of my own. I believed I would be free in California, free to do what I must.”

Her words and the meaning behind them were too much for him to hold on to. Fighting exhaustion, he placed Elizabeth back on her bed. The infant tucked her fist against her mouth, sucked a few times, fell silent and still. Again he looked over at Miss Speer.

Tears, caught by what was left of the firelight, sparked in her eyes.

“Don’t cry,” he whispered. “It’s going to be all right now.”

“Is it?” she whispered back. “Can you promise me that, Mr.—Mr.—”

“Bear,” he finished for her. “Daniel Bear.”

“I don’t have anyone. It’s just me now. Can you say it’s going to be all right for me, Mr. Bear?”
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Chapter 3
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JESSIE COULDN’T PUT a name to it, but something had changed. She was able to breathe without making a conscious effort. When she looked at her surroundings, they appeared less pitiful. Even the cabin seemed larger. The man, Daniel Bear, had sat beside her for several minutes, sharing meat strips so tough she could barely soften them enough for swallowing. He hadn’t spoken. She hadn’t been able to think of a word other than a prayer of thanksgiving.

Now he was placing fresh wood on the fire.

His form filled her vision.

He left his task and removed the heavy bearskin coat. He wore a soft deerskin shirt, not homespun, laced at the throat and caught at the waist by a leather belt. Deerskin leggings, wet from the snow, clung to his legs. His feet were encased in moccasins instead of the leather boots she and her fellow travelers wore. She didn’t think he had on woolen socks underneath like she wore. She’d heard of men like Kit Carson who roamed the mountains free and unafraid. Virginia Reed had loaned her a book on the life of the fearless frontiersman Daniel Boone. Even with weariness etched on Mr. Bear’s features, she couldn’t imagine him ever being afraid. Ever being anything except free.

Bear. He was aptly named.

Jessie looked down at herself, wondering what he saw and whether he pitied her. How could it be otherwise? Although she hated using what had once belonged to her mother and Mrs. Allsetter, she’d taken to wearing three skirts for warmth. The layers of clothing blanketed her body and hid her thinness, hampered her movements. She wondered what it would feel like to wear trousers, to know the freedom her savior took for granted and her father had always denied her.

Mr. Bear settled himself on the ground, his back to the stove. For a moment he simply watched as she tried to pull her undershirt free from her other garments. Then he met her eyes. She read no pity. What then?

“The others are waiting for us to return to them. Then we will all leave.” He spoke softly, firmly. Yet something simmered behind the words, something just out of her reach.

Jessie stopped what she was doing. The thought of walking away from this, of climbing down off this nightmarish mountain, filled her. “Wh—how?” Her split lip stung every time she spoke. Still, she couldn’t remain silent. “How will we get down?”

“Walk.”

Such a simple word. “You—they know the way?”

“Oh, yes, Miss Speer. That isn’t the problem. But everyone is weak. Some so— It isn’t going to be an easy thing.”

Staying alive hadn’t been an easy thing. “We have to do it. There’s nothing here, nothing except death.”

Her words seemed to have made some kind of an impression on him. Although she didn’t fully understand why, he leaned forward slightly and stared into her eyes. She blinked but didn’t try to hide from his scrutiny. “Do you think you can?”

“Yes.” She didn’t know if that was true. “Oh, yes.”

“And the man outside, will he be able to as well?”

Did Mr. Bear have any idea how Raymond had been able to maintain what he had of his strength? Did he know what had kept Elizabeth alive? She wanted to look to see if Raymond’s pot still contained something, but with Mr. Bear holding her with his eyes, she couldn’t break free. She wasn’t sure she wanted to. “It’s all he has talked about. All either of us have.”

Mr. Bear looked down at Elizabeth; his features softened and took away a little of his fatigue. “We’ll take turns carrying her.”

“I made Elizabeth a promise.” The words came out a whisper. Jessie swallowed and tried again. She couldn’t leach the pain from her voice. “And her mother. That she will grow up in California where the sun can warm her and she will learn how to laugh.”

Her hands had been in her lap, worrying her skirts. She sensed and saw the man’s large hand start to move toward her and wondered what she’d said to make him want to touch her. But with his fingers only inches from her, he stopped and then pulled back.

Still, what had changed about her world since he entered it remained.

“It isn’t warm in California now,” he said. “I can’t promise you something that doesn’t exist. There’s fog in the valley and sometimes freezing rain.”

She shuddered, tried to stop when she realized he was aware of what she’d done. “But—Fort Sutter. It’s really there?”

“Oh yes.” At the sound of movement and voices outside, he spoke more quickly. “With thick walls made of clay and adobe brick, cannons for protection, great wooden doors. Soldiers.”

“Cannons?” Again she shuddered. “Why?”

“For protection, ma’am.” He swung away from her before the words were fully out of him.

She looked over her shoulder just as Raymond and the Indian entered. Pieces of biscuit clung to Raymond’s beard, and there were a couple of red marks on his throat, making her wonder what the Indian had had to do to restrain him.

Raymond staggered over to Mr. Bear and stood weaving over him. Spittle flew from the corner of his mouth. “That Indian—” He pointed. “He says he won’t leave until morning. Frankly, I don’t care what he does. The rest of us, we’re getting out of here right now.”

“No.”

Daniel Bear’s simple yet powerful word caught Jessie’s nerves in a vise.

“No?” Raymond echoed.

“It will soon be dark,” Mr. Bear explained, his tone both firm and gentle. “We can’t travel at night.”

“But—” Raymond staggered, spread his legs to support his weight. “You don’t know what it’s been like.” His voice became a whimper. “The hell—What if the others decide to leave without waiting for us?”

“Then we’ll follow them.”

“What if you can’t? What if we get lost?”

Raymond’s questions were hard-edged, stripping away the earlier lost-child tone and reminding her of what Raymond had turned into in recent weeks. Although she was looking at Raymond, Jessie sensed Mr. Bear’s quick and wary reaction. “We won’t. We left marks, burned tree trunks. Mr. Sage, we came near killing ourselves getting here. We tried snowshoes—they didn’t work. For days it rained, half drowning us. We spent the nights standing around a fire with only blankets to protect us from the rain because we couldn’t lie down in the mud. Three gave up and turned back. The cold, the wet—there isn’t a one of us with enough strength to start back tonight.”

Raymond flicked a glance Jessie’s way. “When then?”

“When we’ve rested.”

For a minute, the silence beat at Jessie. Raymond and Mr. Bear had faced each other, two determined, desperate men fighting for what they believed.

Mr. Bear had won.

“What—” Jessie swallowed and tried again. “How are the others?”

Mr. Bear sighed, his eyes intent on her. “There’s some who aren’t strong enough to travel, little children. They’ll have to wait until others, like Mr. Reed, can come after them.”

“Wait?” Jessie whispered. “They might die before then.”

“It can’t be helped.” Mr. Bear hadn’t broken eye contact with her. Although his words were matter-of-fact, she saw the agony in him. She’d spoken the truth and they both knew it. “We’ll give them what food we can. Mr. Glover and the others are cutting wood, cleaning things up, making the weak as comfortable as possible. They’ll— We left food along the way, several caches to sustain us. I’m sorry. We couldn’t do more than that, not after the mules couldn’t go on.”

“Mr. Reed? He’ll be here soon?”

“I pray he will.”

Despite what Mr. Bear had just said, Jessie felt clearer-headed than she had for days. Their rescuers were doing what they could; the strong would be brought out now. Like him, she prayed that help for the others would come in time. She couldn’t do more than that. She was strong; she had to be! Still, the thought of the effort ahead of them nearly overwhelmed her. She pulled her legs up against her and looked around at her surroundings. They’d have to leave the furniture behind. She couldn’t possibly carry the fiddle she’d played to soothe Elizabeth. Mama’s pots and dishes and precious silver spoons that she’d hoped to use in her new home would remain. All but the clothing she wore on her back. That and— “Mr. Bear, it will be easier going down than climbing up, won’t it?”

He didn’t answer. She pulled her attention away from what remained of the Allsetters’ belongings—a canvas bag filled with laces and silks for trading with the Indians, a shovel, a silver watch, shaving tools. She’d been able to read Mr. Bear’s eyes before. That hadn’t changed. He wanted to give her the answer she needed, but he couldn’t.

The Indian dropped his burden on the floor near the stove and reached for the simmering water. He tipped the pot up so he could drink from it, then looked over at Elizabeth. He said something to Mr. Bear, the words foreign. Mr. Bear answered in the same way.

“What is this?” Raymond interrupted as his legs gave out and he sprawled on the ground. “You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

“Salenack asked if the baby was going to live. I told him that she’d eaten and was sleeping.”

Raymond looked as if he didn’t believe Mr. Bear, but instead of saying anything, he crawled on hands and knees to his bed and picked up the leather-bound book that had been his daily companion. “This is all I care about. This and food and enough clothes to keep me warm.” His gaze settled first on the Allsetters’ belongings and then on Jessie. “One other thing. You and I will talk about it tomorrow.”

When we’re alone. She sensed their rescuers’ curiosity but because she knew what Raymond was referring to, she said nothing. This was between the two of them.

To put an end to the silence, she told them that her needs were no more than Raymond’s. Her concern was that they had enough decent blankets to protect Elizabeth.

Mr. Bear indicated their surroundings. “There’s nothing else here? No small thing?”

She couldn’t take her mother down to clear streams and rich soil. She didn’t even have a picture of her parents because the box holding such treasures had been lost when they forded a river. “My Bible, please. I have some seeds. For corn, wheat, beans.”

Raymond swore; Mr. Bear nodded.

“I know what you’re thinking, Raymond.” If she’d been strong enough to stand, she would have faced Raymond down as she’d done over this before. “That those seeds should have gone into feeding us here. But they’re all I have.” She turned toward Mr. Bear, knowing she couldn’t keep the emotion out of her eyes and voice. “All I have to sustain me on my farm.”

“Farm?” Raymond spat. “Dead, what good would that have done you?”

“She isn’t dead, Mr. Sage.”

Mr. Bear’s words stopped her. She’d never before had a man stand up for her. What she’d learned from her father was that if she was going to be listened to, she would have to do it on her own. Her father believed that his only child, a girl, was little more than a mouth to feed. True, she had a gift for coaxing life out of the soil. Begrudgingly, he’d admitted that. But a man needed sons. And she and her mother had failed him by not giving him what he wanted.

She’d grown up drawing strength and determination from deep inside herself, watching her gentle but weak mother, knowing she could have no pride in herself if she followed in her mother’s footsteps.

Today a stranger had understood.

“It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?” Raymond sneered. “You didn’t have to choose between your precious seeds and keeping yourself alive after all. Of course—” He crawled closer. “If you hadn’t been selfish, the others wouldn’t have died.”

That was a cruel lie. A handful of seeds wouldn’t have held back death. But weak, only half believing that they’d been saved, she had scant defenses against the criticism. In an effort to escape Raymond’s words, she turned her back on the men and pulled the undershirt over her head. The effort left her dizzy, but she’d begun to sweat in the now-hot cabin. She still wore her linsey-woolsey bodice.

“Morning.”

The richly accented word spun Jessie back around.

“At dawn, while the snow is still frozen, we will return to the other cabins.”

Mr. Bear nodded to indicate he agreed with what the Indian had said. Jessie saw Raymond glower and guessed that his suspicions had been aroused now that he realized the Indian and Mr. Bear could communicate in a way that excluded them.

She didn’t care. “Will we wear snowshoes?” she asked.

“Not if we don’t have to.” Mr. Bear was staring at her boots. “Do you have anything else to wear? You won’t get a mile in those.”

“Yes. My own shoes. I’ve been trying to save them, letting them dry out.”

“Good.” He nodded both at her and the Indian. “We can’t carry you.”

She’d never expected them to. Like standing up for herself, doing her own walking was the way she wanted it to be. “How long—” Her throat constricted. The room seemed to be drawing inward, becoming rapidly darker. “How long will it take us to get out of the snow?”

“I don’t know.” Mr. Bear loosened the leather at his waist, drawing her attention to the knife hanging from his belt. She was glad he was armed; at the same time it increased his aura of strength and unsettled her. “I can’t say if it will take less time to descend than it did to climb,” he continued. “But the effort should be less.”

“I pray you’re right.” She thought about taking off her father’s cumbersome boots, never having to put them on again. She wondered if she would be able to take her hairbrush with her.

Suddenly the realization that she was truly contemplating leaving this prison alive slammed into her. Feeling short of breath, she lowered her gaze and stared at her hands. Her knuckles were skinned, the nails ragged. There seemed to be only a single layer of flesh over the bones.

But she was alive.

She drew herself as straight as her spent body would allow. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Dear God, thank you for saving us.”

Mr. Bear walked over to her and knelt in front of her. His heat reached her, feeling different from that of the fire. “We aren’t saved yet.”

“I know. But I have to believe.” 

• • •
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BELIEVE. Her word followed Daniel to bed. Despite the luxury of sleeping with a roof over his head, he couldn’t get his mind to shut down. His body ached. His head still pounded from the frigid air. Mindful of the others’ needs, he’d barely eaten. On top of what little he’d had during the push up here, he felt weak. Still, that wasn’t what kept him awake.

Twice now the young woman had said things he couldn’t shake. First, she’d asked him if everything was going to be all right for her. He hadn’t been able to answer, hadn’t been capable of lying. Despite the desperation in her voice, something about her told him that she didn’t need to be lied to, that she was strong enough for the truth. Then, just before she’d drifted off to sleep with her feet still lost in the worn boots











[image: image]











































[image: image]






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





