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        This book is dedicated to my husband. He worked so hard for so many years while I was raising our four daughters: Josie, Wendy, Shelly, and Katy. The long hours, early mornings, hard labor, relentless work outside with the cattle in bitter cold and blazing heat—all to support us while I stayed home with the girls. We both really believed it was the right thing to do. Or as he is fond of saying, “I don’t suppose it hurt them any to have you around.”

        So now the girls are grown, and I can help a little more with the money. He’s retired now. Ivan, you are my hero.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
          
        The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?

        PSALM 27:1
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        Montana Territory, 1877

      

      

      Gunfire jerked Wade Sawyer awake.

      His feet hit the floor before he made a conscious decision to move. Grabbing his rifle mounted over the door, he rammed his back to the wall, jacked a shell into the chamber, and listened.

      Another shot fired, then another. The volley went on and on. Many guns blazing—but not close.

      Wade yanked the shack’s door open. In the heavy woods and the dim light of approaching dawn, there wasn’t much to see, but the ruckus wasn’t aimed at him. It had another target, and from the direction of the sound, he knew what…or rather who.

      Glowing Sun. And her village.

      Already dressed because he slept in his clothes, he yanked his boots on. Snagging his heavily lined buckskin coat off the peg on the wall, he dashed toward his horse, pulling the jacket on while he ran.

      In his meadow pen, his chestnut gelding had his head up, alerted by the shooting, staring toward the noise. Wade lassoed the horse and had leather slapped onto the animal within two minutes. Wade swung up and slid his rifle into the boot of the saddle. Letting loose a yell that’d make a rebel soldier proud, he kicked his horse and charged toward death.

      The shots kept ringing, echoing from the Flathead village in the meadow high on the mountaintop. His horse was game, and terror goaded Wade to risk the treacherous game trails at a breakneck pace.

      But it was too far. No matter how fast he rode and how much he risked, he’d be too late. He was already too late when the shooting started.

      The hail of bullets ended. Wade galloped on. In the gray of dawn, that silence ate at him, interrupted only by his horse’s thundering hoofbeats. He reached the base of the rise surrounding the Flathead village and tore up the mountainside.

      A horse skylined itself, a masked rider atop it. A struggling woman sprawled over his lap, screaming, clawing, kicking. A blond woman dressed in Indian garb, her hair catching the rising sun. Screaming as only Glowing Sun could scream.

      She was still alive. A wash of relief mixed with rage and terror as he goaded his horse forward. He could rescue her. Save her. He was in time.

      Wade closed the distance, his horse blowing hard as it galloped up the rugged hillside, hooves thundering. Still a long upward quarter of a mile away, Wade wasn’t close enough yet to open fire. Afraid he’d hit Glowing Sun, he drew his rifle and carefully fired over the man’s head.

      At the instant he pulled the trigger, three masked riders topped the hill, riding at full speed.

      Wade’s bullet slammed the first one backward. The man shouted. His horse reared. A splash of bright red bloomed on the man’s shirt. Grabbing at the saddle horn, the outlaw showed great skill by keeping his seat. But he lost control of his mount and plowed into the horse bearing Glowing Sun and her abductor.

      Shocked and sickened to have shot a man, Wade grimly raced on toward Glowing Sun.

      The masked man just behind the one Wade had wounded swung his gun at Wade in a way that struck him as awkward or somehow wrong. The shooter hesitated. Then, without firing a shot, he abandoned the fight, whirled, and raced his horse back the way he’d come.

      The third man, skinny, but beyond that unrecognizable behind his kerchief, turned to face Wade’s gunfire. The instant he saw Wade, he turned coyote like the other outlaw and ran, leaving behind his wounded friend and the man who had Glowing Sun.

      Cowards.

      Glowing Sun gave an impossible twist of her body and an earsplitting shriek. She kicked herself over backward, landing a bare foot in the man’s face.

      He must have yanked on the reins because the horse reared, neighing and fighting the bit, skidding and spinning. As the horse threatened to go over backward, the man threw himself to the ground.

      Glowing Sun went with him, screaming but not with fear or pain. It sounded like fury, killing-mean rage. And it sounded strong. Wade prayed she hadn’t been hurt.

      Still galloping full ahead up the long slope, he leveled his rifle one-handedly and fired again, even higher this time.

      The man Wade had shot gained control of his horse, wheeled, and dashed after the other bandits.

      The fallen man leapt to his feet, still holding on to Glowing Sun. Then Wade realized the masked man wasn’t holding her…he was fighting her off. Shouting Flathead words Wade didn’t understand, she had one hand jammed into the man’s throat as she slashed with her knife.

      With the sharp smack of his backhand on Glowing Sun’s face, the man broke her grip. Her blade slashed, catching a flare of light from the first beams of the rising sun, cutting the man across his arm and chest. The outlaw yowled in pain.

      Staggering back, Glowing Sun screamed an Indian battle cry and dove at him. She caught his kerchief and pulled it down. Then her fingers slipped. She fell and slid down the steep hillside on her back.

      Wade fired again, his horse thundering forward.

      Stay alive. Stay alive.

      He’d be there in seconds. But one bullet, one slash of a blade could rob the world—and Wade—of Glowing Sun’s courage and beauty and indomitable spirit.

      The outlaw jerked his gun free and shot at Wade. There was no blast. The gun jammed or was empty. Given the volley of gunfire that had awakened Wade, the man had probably emptied his gun already.

      Fury twisting his face, the man, his mask dangling around his neck, gave Wade one wild look. Blood poured over his thick black beard and down the front of his heavy sheepskin coat. The outlaw snatched up his horse’s reins and threw himself into the saddle, and in two leaping strides, his horse vanished over the rim, following the other outlaws into the Flathead valley.

      Wade reined hard as he reached Glowing Sun. His horse nearly sat down as it slid to a stop. Wade swung to the ground and raced to Glowing Sun’s side.

      Blood soaked the front of her dress, coated her hands. She jumped to her feet as he got there.

      “Where are you hurt?” Frantic, Wade tried to force her onto the ground.

      She fought to stay on her feet and slashed the knife.

      He knew her well enough to duck. “It’s me! Glowing Sun, it’s Wade. Let me help you!” He knew what he must look like. He hadn’t shaved all winter or cut his hair. Or bathed, for that matter. He had no business expecting her to recognize the wild man he’d become.

      She froze, her knife raised to strike. Her eyes locked on his face. “Wade?” The rage switched to relief. The knife fell from her fingers, and she launched herself into Wade’s arms.

      He staggered down the hill a few feet as he caught her hard against his chest.

      Dear God, dear God, thank You. She’s alive. Holding her feels like a taste of heaven. Thank You. Thank You.

      Wade’s head cleared from the knee-weakening relief. “Where are you bleeding? Were you shot? Did those men hurt you?” She felt vital and strong in his arms, not like a wounded woman should. His hands went to her shoulders, to push her back so he could see where she’d been hurt.

      Before he could accomplish that, the smell hit him. Wade whirled with her still in his arms. Her feet flew out as she swung from his neck. He carried her as he dashed to the crest of the rise to see…

      Devastation.

      Smoke and bodies.

      The tepees in flames.

      Glowing Sun’s village laid to waste, people sprawled everywhere. A dozen, maybe two dozen, all still. As death. Wade gasped in horror.

      He’d made a habit of riding up here through the winter. This was the summer hunting grounds for Glowing Sun’s people, and he’d watched and waited for her to return from her village’s winter camp. He knew, even as he’d done it, the behavior was too much like what he’d done to Cassie Dawson a few years ago. But he couldn’t seem to help it. He’d needed to see Glowing Sun.

      As spring had come on, he’d been more careful, ghosting his way to the rim to study the high mountain valley to see if the Flatheads had returned. Only a week ago, he’d ridden up here to find they’d come back. He’d dropped behind a scrub pine and watched until he caught a glimpse of her, alive and well and as beautiful as a dream. Then he’d slunk away like a low-down coyote.

      Now, movement caught his eye. The men who’d taken Glowing Sun galloped far across the shallow bowl where this small group of Flatheads, roaming far from their reservation home, spent their summers. Wade’s hand clutched at his gun, but he was too far away for a shot.

      A shot. He’d shot a man. His stomach churned. He fought nausea.

      A wail of torment from Glowing Sun stopped him from dropping to his knees and emptying his stomach. He wanted to get on his horse and run from what he’d done. But he couldn’t leave Glowing Sun with this devastation.

      A flash of Glowing Sun fighting for her life ran vividly through his mind. What choice did he have but to fight for her? But it left him heartsick.

      Then he looked again at the smoldering ruins of the peaceful village. Men, women, children. Killed by those four men. They’d come with rifles and handguns. The Indians were, more often than not, unarmed, at least unarmed beyond knives and spears. The Flatheads were a peaceful people. Their meager weapons were nothing against heavily armed men with repeating rifles.

      Wade should be proud he’d shot one of those murdering scum. He should want to kill them all. The shame of that thought made his stomach twist again. Being able to kill wasn’t the sign of a man. He’d grown enough in his faith to understand that, but his common sense was fighting a battle with his upbringing.

      “Why did this happen?” Wade asked God aloud.

      Glowing Sun answered. “A massacre.” She still clung to him, but she’d lifted her head and turned to look at the butchery. She’d spoken in Wade’s language. He’d taught her English—or rather, helped her rediscover her first tongue.

      Wade blocked her view of the nightmare by turning and putting his body between her and the destruction. Thinking of her distracted him from his nausea.

      Before he could check her for injuries, a cry of pain rose from the village nearly half a mile away in the valley.

      Whirling to follow the sound, his weak stomach forgotten, he released Glowing Sun and grabbed at his horse’s reins. He jumped on, held his hand out to her. Her hand slapped into his with a sharp clap. He swung her up in front of him, remembering how she’d liked to ride.

      They raced down the hill and waded into a bloodbath.

      Glowing Sun snagged the reins away and swung her leg over the horse’s head. She jumped to the ground before the chestnut stopped and ran toward the loudest cries of pain.

      Wade followed, relieved to see her moving and unhurt despite the blood.

      Glowing Sun dropped to her knees. “Mama!”

      Wade’s stomach twisted with dread at the two gunshot wounds bleeding from the woman’s chest. The woman opened her eyes, but they seemed unfocused. She grabbed at Glowing Sun as if fighting her off, screaming.

      “No, Mama. Let us help you.”

      The older woman kept screaming, fighting.

      “Flathead, Glowing Sun. Speak Flathead to her.”

      Glowing Sun looked up, confused.

      “You’re speaking English.” Wade pulled off his coat, then tore off his shirt and grabbed his knife out of its sheath in his boot.

      Glowing Sun shook her head before turning back to the woman. “Ten…Mama…Ten.”

      Ten? Did that mean mother? Wade should have learned the language of the tribes around him. Why had he never tried? His father hated the idea. Indians were to be driven off, not treated as neighbors.

      Glowing Sun spoke in the guttural tribal language.

      The injured woman calmed and seemed to recognize Glowing Sun. Instead of screaming, she began a chant.

      “We’ve got to get the bleeding stopped.” Wade dropped beside Glowing Sun. The chances of saving Glowing Sun’s mother were slim, but they had to try. With a loud tearing sound, Wade’s shirt split under his blade. Wade handed strips to Glowing Sun, who pressed them against the gushing wounds.

      Glowing Sun began to pray in English, frantic petitions to God for mercy, love in her eyes. The kind of love Wade had known for his mother. A long-lost love.

      Wade knew nothing of the Flathead language, but to him, the woman’s chant was a dirge. To the extent he could understand, it sounded wordless, just syllables of mourning.

      He joined Glowing Sun in her prayers, asking for a miracle, because only a miracle would spare this woman.

      “God, please spare her life. Guide our hands. Wisdom, Lord, give us wisdom to know what to do, how to help.”

      The two of them worked in desperation, one on each side of the stout woman. Stemming the bleeding, binding the wounds. Long black braids, streaked heavily with gray, hung limp. The woman’s dark eyes seemed to look beyond the sky. A cry rang from her lips. Her eyes flickered closed, but the dirge continued.

      “Press harder.” Wade shoved a wad of cloth on top of the one soaked with blood. He moved Glowing Sun’s crimson-stained fingers.

      The woman didn’t react to what had to be excruciating pain. She continued her death chant.

      Glowing Sun’s mother’s song became weaker, quieter, sadder. At last, the noise ended. Wade felt the moment life left the woman and her spirit left her body.

      With a cry of grief, Glowing Sun stopped her futile medical treatment and flung herself on the woman.

      Wade eased back, staying close but knowing nothing he could say or do would help. Only then did he hear other moans. Other cries for help.

      He lurched to his feet, his knees numb from the long time on the ground. How long had they worked on the dying woman? Were there others they’d neglected in their futile fight to save Glowing Sun’s Flathead mother?

      He hated to leave Glowing Sun. He couldn’t insist she come. He faltered. “I’ve got to see if there are others who need help.”

      She didn’t raise her eyes. Instead, she started her own death chant.

      Without even waiting to see if she heard him over her cries of grief, he turned and rushed toward the sound of pain.
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      Wade dressed the wounds of five people. Three he expected to die within hours. They were gut shot, and there was nothing that could be done. Two others had a chance, if infection didn’t set in.

      He’d counted nineteen dead.

      The two who were less seriously wounded were still bad off. One, a half-grown boy, had a bad bullet graze cutting his leg and a gunshot wound in his shoulder. The other was an older woman, gray haired and whipcord lean. She bled from her temple. Wade had figured her for dead until she began moaning and the sound at last penetrated Glowing Sun’s grief.

      Surprising that Glowing Sun remembered as much English as she did. Though she’d rediscovered much of the language of her birth while they’d been together in the fall, now she seemed to speak it with little effort. Had she secretly practiced it over the winter? Had she thought about him?

      Glowing Sun ended her chant and lurched to her feet, leaving her mother’s side for the first time, turning toward the others who were hurt. “I didn’t know anyone else was alive.” She rushed toward the old woman just as Wade got to the woman’s side and dropped to his knees.

      One whole side of the woman’s head was matted with blood.

      “We need more bandages.” Glowing Sun pulled her knife from behind her back and slit the soft doeskin of her skirt. Wade hadn’t seen the knife since she’d slashed at her kidnapper.

      The woman’s eyes fluttered open. She focused on Glowing Sun and struck a hard blow, knocking Glowing Sun backward. The woman rolled to her side and lunged, shouting words Wade couldn’t understand.

      Wade caught the woman by the waist and flipped her onto her back on the ground. Assuming she was panicking as Glowing Sun’s mother had, Wade spoke soothing words to the struggling woman. “Glowing Sun, talk to her in Flathead.”

      Glowing Sun lay on her back as if dazed.

      The woman swung a claw-like hand at Wade’s face.

      He caught her wrist in midair, and she lashed out with her other hand. Wade was close enough that the blow landed on his back and did no harm. “Glowing Sun! Make her understand I want to help her.”

      But the woman, swinging her free fist, pounding on his back as he wrestled with her, was looking at Glowing Sun with clear eyes. Not like Glowing Sun’s mother, who was delirious. This woman was absolutely clearheaded in her attempt to hurt both of them. But mainly Glowing Sun.

      “What’s the matter with her?”

      Glowing Sun regained her place at the woman’s side and shouted harsh words at the woman.

      The woman yelled back.

      Pinning the woman’s free hand, Glowing Sun continued her war of words.

      The woman struggled, kicking and wrenching her body wildly. She screamed as if they were killing her. Wade held on doggedly. Only her wounds kept the woman from possibly winning this fight against both of them. She was older than they but wiry and strong and fierce. At last, she quit fighting them. Her muscles went lax and she fell silent.

      Glowing Sun spoke more calmly.

      The woman listened, then replied.

      Glowing Sun’s face crumpled as if the words stabbed knife wounds into her soul. Releasing her hold on the woman, Glowing Sun looked at Wade. “Let her go.”

      Wade arched a brow at Glowing Sun and held on. There was no attack from the woman’s free hand, so warily, Wade leaned back on his heels.

      The woman closed her eyes, covered her bloody face with both hands, and began the wailing that sounded like grief, much as Glowing Sun’s mother had. But Wade knew this woman wasn’t crying for her own impending death, but for the death of her people.

      Glowing Sun jerked her head in a way that asked Wade to step away from the woman. They moved to the other wounded, accompanied by the death song.

      Two of the surviving Flathead people had died while they worked on the angry woman. Wade prayed over the third but held out hope only if God supplied a miracle. As they finished binding the leg of the half-grown boy, Wade finally asked, “What was that back there?”

      Glowing Sun gestured, and Wade followed her to the far end of the village, away from the singing. “That is the mother of my… my…” Glowing Sun furrowed her brow as if searching for the English term. “Naw’.”

      “Naw’? What’s that?”

      Hesitantly, she said, “Husband?”

      Wade controlled his expression only because this day had been so laced with shocks, he was numb. He remembered all too well Glowing Sun swinging up on the back of a warrior’s horse and riding away last fall. He’d come only moments after she and Wade shared their first and last kiss. As she rode away, she had looked back with longing, but still, she’d made her choice.

      It had cut Wade’s heart out. He looked around at the devastation and found the man he sought. Dead, sprawled on his back, a tomahawk in his hand and so many bullet wounds, it was clear it had taken a lot to kill him. “And she’s angry at you?”

      “She blames this massacre on me because they didn’t hurt me. Instead, they tried to take me with them.”

      “That’s ridiculous. If they did leave you alive, they had terrible plans for you. And this killing is because they’re evil. That’s not your fault.”

      Glowing Sun looked at the death surrounding them and caught a handful of her white-blond hair, twisting it as if to yank it out of her head.

      No one could deny what he’d said. The evil was too huge, too ugly. “She’s got no reason to hate you.”

      Glowing Sun jerked that razor-sharp knife with the slender blade from behind her back. “She has objected to me joining her family from the first.”

      “So you are married? Were married?”

      She raised the knife to hack at her hair.

      “Stop!” He caught her wrist.

      Glowing Sun pulled against his iron grip. “Why do you stop me? Do you wish to own me because of my hair? Or love me? Or hate me because of it? I would rip it from my head, cut it away.”

      “No, I don’t love you because of your hair.” Before this morning’s madness, he would have said he loved her because of her heart, her fiery spirit, her courage, and, yes…her beauty. But he’d seen a savage side of Glowing Sun today as she’d slashed at her kidnapper. In truth, he didn’t know her well enough to claim something as deep and profound as love. But he wanted to know her. Wanted to love her.

      “We don’t have time for you to fuss with it. Let’s bury your dead and tend to the injured.” Although Wade wanted to ask about her husband. Had they been married before he’d rescued her from kidnappers last fall? What did it matter, anyway? Except if he’d kissed a married woman. And more importantly—at least as it showed her character—the married woman had kissed him back.

      “Where did you come from?” Glowing Sun dropped her hair without slashing it off.

      “I’ve been living in the mountains. In a miner’s shack.”

      “Nearby?”

      “Near enough to hear the gunfire.”

      Glowing Sun looked around the village until her eyes landed on her husband. “Wild Eagle.” Tears filled Glowing Sun’s eyes as she shifted them away. The tears overflowed as she pointed at two children lying dead, side by side. “And those are my brother and my sister.” Her voice broke. She lifted her chin as if drawing courage straight from her spine. “My father is dead beside him. Better my mother is dead now than to face life without her beloved husband and children.”

      “And what of you? Now you face life without anyone.” Except him. Glowing Sun had him whether she knew it or not.

      “You speak truth. There is no time now for anything but seeing to my people.”

      The sun rose high as they worked, exchanging few words. Glowing Sun carried water as her patients cried out with thirst and pain.

      The older woman roused herself soon enough and, despite her ugly head injury, began tending the boy who had a chance at survival. She refused to let Glowing Sun or Wade near him.

      The smoke dissipated as the tepees finally burned to the ground, leaving only the reek of ash and the scent of blood.

      “We need to bury them.” Wade turned from the living to face the dead. “What can we use for a shovel?”

      Glowing Sun nodded, then squared her shoulders and approached her mother-in-law. They began to speak quickly. Wade wasn’t sure anymore if the words they exchanged were harsh or if the guttural language just sounded like it to his untutored ears.

      At last, Glowing Sun returned to his side, tears in her eyes that told him all he needed to know. “She refuses to let us touch them. She said she needs to go to the Bitterroot Valley and fetch a holy man to sing for them.”

      “We can’t just go away and leave them lying here.”

      “It is more the way of my people than to bury them. We believe people return to the earth when they die. Some tribes burn their dead on pyres. Some leave bodies to the elements, allowing the earth to reclaim them.”

      “Which will you do?”

      Glowing Sun shook her head. “It isn’t for me to say. She believes they died murdered, their souls stolen. I believe they died in battle. That is a noble death. It will be up to the holy man.”

      Wade didn’t like it. But he wasn’t about to add to Glowing Sun’s distress. “I’ll respect your traditions, Glowing Sun.”

      “Do not call me Glowing Sun,” she snapped. “Wild Eagle’s mother told me I’ve dishonored the name and my tribe.” She walked along beside Wade and knelt by the injured woman’s side, glancing over her shoulder to see if this would earn her a rebuke. “I remember my white name and will only answer to it from now on. Abby. I don’t remember the rest of it, but maybe it will come back.”

      Glowing Sun’s…Abby’s…mother-in-law ignored them, as if she knew the woman they hovered over was beyond being hurt by them. “She can do this, Glow…uh …Abby? She can decide how to treat your parents after their deaths? Decide to strip you of your name?”

      “We respect age. To defy her now would only deepen her contempt and anger. And she’s badly hurt, despite her refusal to let me help with the boy. I won’t make things harder for her.”

      Wade confirmed that the injured young woman’s shallow breathing had ceased. Glowing Sun drew a blanket over her face.

      “We’ve done all we can.” Wade rose and came around the woman to Abby’s side.

      “You would leave me?” Abby looked desperately at him.

      “No!” Shocked that she’d even think it, Wade rested his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s get some sleep and set out in the morning. It’s too late in the day to leave now.”

      “Set out where?”

      “The Bitterroot Valley.” Wade would see Abby home, though it hurt to send her so far away.

      “Have you nowhere you need to be? Don’t you own a ranch?”

      “My father owned a ranch, not me. No, I can go along with you and see you safely home.”

      High mountains rose up on the north, and a waterfall cascaded down into the valley, feeding the stream that cut through the center of the village. That stream flowed red with blood. The smoldering ruins of the village made a mockery of the lush grass and newly leafed forest along the valley’s rim.

      “There’s nothing left here.” Wade resisted the urge to pull her into his arms and comfort her. “Not for you, not for anyone.”
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      Sid Garver charged his horse up the last hard mile of the trail into his canyon hideout. The animal faltered, heaving, exhausted from the hard run as Sid spurred it on, desperate to get under cover after being seen at the Indian village. As he neared the well-concealed crevice that led into the heart of this mountain, someone shouted from behind.

      He reined his horse in, fighting the bit of the mustang he’d been pushing past its limit for two hours.

      Hoofbeats behind him stopped. He wheeled his horse to see Harvey wriggling on the ground like a landed trout.

      “How ’bout I just shoot him, Sid?” Paddy O’Donnell had a big smile on his face. He swiped his mouth as though the thought of emptying his gun into a friend made him drool with pleasure. “He’s gonna be heavy to haul inside, and he’s slowing us down.”

      They hadn’t been slowed down at all. Harvey had stuck in his saddle for this wild ride away from the Flatheads they’d slaughtered. But Sid wasn’t entirely opposed to Harv dying. Harv had bought into this fight by grabbing that woman. They should’ve killed her like the rest. They could have cleaned out that trash, then ridden away and returned in a month. No one would have tied them to that massacre.

      Sid swung down off his horse, nearly kicking the quiver and arrows that hung from his saddle horn. He’d grabbed them on an impulse, stripped them off the body of a big warrior. It had suited him, taking this trophy of their kill. Sid could understand the bloodlust that led a man to take scalps.

      Ground-hitching his horse, Sid strode to Harv’s side. It was obvious the man had been bleeding like a stuck pig the whole time they’d been riding. Sid hadn’t looked back or offered to help.

      Leaning over Harv’s blood-soaked form, Sid thought about that beautiful critter this dumb ox had grabbed. Young and beautiful and feisty and hair glowing like gold.

      Hard to blame Harv when Sid had wanted her himself.

      But there was golden hair and there was just plain gold. Sid would have killed the woman without hesitation to clear the way to the gold. But he’d wanted those Flathead cleared out of there more and for the only reason Sid was gonna keep Harv alive.

      “Grab him, Paddy.” Sid didn’t bother to ask Boog. The man had a bullet in his shoulder. Sid had been half afraid Boog would fall off his horse before they got home too. But Boog was a hard man to bring down.

      Paddy giggled as he swung down. He came up beside Harv. On opposite sides, the two of them hoisted Harv to his feet.

      Harv clenched his jaw—his jaw slit by that wild woman’s knife. She’d cut his face and his arm, and she’d opened up wounds on his chest and neck also. Harvey had to know he was lucky to be alive. “She got my mask off, Sid.” Harv grabbed Sid’s shirtfront in a death grip. “I’m done riding with you if we can’t shut her up.”

      “You mean she can identify you?” Sid hadn’t so much as looked at Harv until they’d crossed the Flathead village and gone over the rim of that valley. Sid assumed Harv had pulled his mask down himself, though none of the rest of them did until they were well clear.

      Sid’s fingers itched to put a bullet in Harv right now. But Harv had the whole gang over a barrel and knew it. “Yep, we have to shut her up.” It went against his grain to kill a woman. But if it came down to life and death, Sid could do whatever was necessary.

      Boog rode up beside them, his left arm hanging motionless at his side, blood soaking his shirtfront. His face was sheet white, but he still sat tall and steady in the saddle. “The man who shot me and saved the wild woman saw you too.”

      Sid’s jaw tensed. “You’re sure? No one’s gonna pay much attention to a half-wild woman been living with the Flatheads. But if a white man saw him…”

      “I’m sure.”

      “You’ll have to lie low a while, Harv, till we make sure it’s safe.” Unless the cut turned septic and killed him. Save Sid the trouble but lose him a fortune.

      Now someone had seen Harv’s face. If the man who’d shot Boog had a sharp eye, he might recognize them even with their faces covered. Western men knew details—boots, guns, saddles, brands. You didn’t always have to see a man’s face to recognize him later.

      A gritty sound of pain escaped, but Harvey held his own weight and headed silently for his horse, which Boog had caught and led back. Nursing one arm, Harvey nearly fell as he struggled to remount.

      “Just a coupla more miles and we can patch you up.”

      Harvey nodded, but he didn’t unclench his jaw to speak.

      Sid set a slower pace. There’d been no sign of pursuit, and they’d put hours and mountains between them and that village. They’d circled around the whole mountain valley because the man coming along had forced them to run for it to the west, but this canyon was on the east side of the Flathead village.

      But now they could rest.

      And plan.
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      She was no longer Glowing Sun.

      Her eyes flickered open at that thought. She didn’t know how to be anyone else.

      Abby. No last name to her recollection. Just Abby. She’d been ten. Surely, she’d known her last name. But her life with her white family had faded completely.

      A flash of her white father laid out in his grave came from somewhere deep in her memory. How much else was there?

      She pushed back the blanket salvaged from the wreckage of her village. As she sat up from where she’d slept near Wild Eagle’s mother, she saw Wade sleeping on the far side of the fire. And no one else. “She’s gone!”

      Wade was on his feet, his gun drawn, before Abby had finished speaking. Looking around, seeing no gunmen, he holstered his weapon and rubbed his eyes. “Who’s gone?” But he figured it out before she could answer. “She must have started out for the Bitterroot without us. They can’t go back alone. She’s hurt. The boy couldn’t even walk yesterday.”

      “I suppose she decided she’d rather risk death than travel with me.” Abby pulled her knees up to her chest and leaned her face against them, closing her eyes against the pain. She’d known she wasn’t her mother-in-law’s choice for Wild Eagle. But Wild Eagle had wanted her, and the woman had accepted it. Only now did the woman show contempt. Maybe with the death of her family, all Wild Eagle’s mother had left was hate, and she’d needed to aim it at someone. Abby would never know.

      “We’ll catch up to them.” Wade began packing his bedroll. “You can go to the larger village to live.”

      Was he so eager to be rid of her? “I won’t return to the Salish people. That life is dead to me.” She reached for her hair. Usually, she carefully tended it, running a comb through it and braiding it every night. Then upon waking, she let the braid free, combing and braiding it again.

      It reached nearly to her waist, and she’d had it unbraided when the men attacked yesterday morning. She’d washed it in the cold creek the night before the attack and let it dry in the spring breeze. Then all day yesterday, after Wild Eagle’s mother’s cruel words, she’d ignored it, hated it. She’d never given a thought to ridding it of its knots. She might as well have a rat’s nest on her head for the snarls.

      A sudden bitter wildness gripped her, and she pulled her knife. Hating her hair. Hating that her difference had separated her from the life she loved. She slashed a chunk of snarls away and grabbed for another.

      Wade’s running footsteps warned her, and she turned. He caught her hand. “Stop!”

      “You like my hair, then?” She slammed the hank of near-white snarls against his chest. “Take it. I’d been kidnapped for it last time we met. My village had been slaughtered for it. Wild Eagle’s mother hates me for it. My yellow hair affects white men like it is truly gold. It makes you all act like fools. So of course you like it, too, Wade.”

      “Glowing Sun, I didn’t—” Wade held on to her knife-wielding hand.

      “No!” She pulled against his grip, eager to fight, to rage instead of hurt. “My name is Abby. I will never answer to my Salish name again. Strike it from your mind.”

      Before she could attack, the sound of hoofbeats pulled her eyes toward the rim of the mountain valley.

      Two horsemen appeared.

      Wade shoved her behind him and pulled his gun with the soft whoosh of leather against steel.

      They rode silhouetted against the morning sun and appeared only as black shapes, faceless. One led a packhorse behind him.

      “Perhaps the men from yesterday have returned.” Abby stepped to his left side. “Perhaps the gold of my hair is too much for the fools to resist.”

      Wade reached for her, then looked at her knife. A smile spread across his face. A handsome face, though it was lost behind whiskers. She’d thought so when they’d been together last fall. And now he seemed to approve of—even enjoy—the fact that she’d drawn a knife.

      What a strange heart for a white man. Not a brutish coward like those who had attacked her village. She well remembered from last fall that he’d also been kind when other white men had tried to take her from her village. Wade had come along and protected her. Not that she wasn’t doing well at protecting herself, but he’d helped. And he’d been so kind. It was his kindness that had captivated her far more than his looks. His kindness had made her long to stay with him when she was promised to Wild Eagle.

      And now he looked like a crazy man, his dark hair flowing, his beard covering his face. But his kindness was still there in every word and deed.

      The disloyalty to Wild Eagle, only hours dead, shocked her into raising her knife toward the men.

      “Wade,” one of the men called out.

      “Stop!” With a lightning-quick move, Wade caught her hand as she prepared to send her knife whizzing at the intruders. “I know one of them. He’s a friend. Red Dawson. These aren’t the men who attacked you.”

      “He is white.” She twisted, trying to escape his grip. “He cannot be trusted. You cannot be trusted.”

      “You trust me already, Abby. You’re just mad. I don’t blame you.” Wade hung on to Abby’s wrist with his left hand while he holstered his gun with his right. “They mean us no harm.”

      Abby had to give Wade credit for not trusting her, because he wrested her knife away from her.

      “Ow.” He looked at a quarter-inch slit in his thumb, wiped the blood on his shirt, and arched one brow at her as he tucked the knife into his boot. “Behave yourself.”

      Abby wanted to claw his eyes out. The arrival of the two men intervened.

      Red pulled up beside Wade and swung down, the other man just a moment behind him. “What happened here?”

      The men studied the carnage and the long row of covered bodies stretched out alongside the stream. “Let me go, and give me back my knife. Your friends are safe enough.”

      Wade gave her a penetrating look, then released her and plucked the knife from his boot. “It was a massacre of Glowing Sun’s…uh…Abby’s…” Wade shook his head and ran his hand through his tousled hair. “This was a Flathead village. This woman, Abby, lived with them and was one of the few left alive.” Wade quickly told them the rest. He’d smeared blood on his forehead, so his finger was cut more deeply than she’d realized.

      “Glowing Sun?” The other man looked at Abby as he removed his hat. His long brown hair reminded her of Wild Eagle’s. Of course, her Salish man’s hair had been longer, but it was as thick.

      “I’ve heard of you. I’m Silas Harden. I’m married to Belle Tanner Harden. Some drovers who helped with our cattle drive last fall told of a white woman named Glowing Sun who lived with the Flathead. It must be you.”

      “My name is no longer Glowing Sun.” Abby’s eyes narrowed. “With the slaughter of my village, I leave my Salish name behind. My name is Abby. The white name I was born with.”

      “So Buck made it to help with the drive?” Wade extended his hand. “I sent him. I’m Wade Sawyer.”

      Silas shook Wade’s hand. “Yes, Buck, Roy, Shorty. Roy ended up marrying my daughter Lindsay.”

      “Honest?” Wade left a streak of blood on Silas’s hand. “He was just a boy.”

      Pulling out a handkerchief, Wade pressed the cloth to his wound. Disgusted with his fumbling efforts, Abby jerked the kerchief away from him and tied it tightly against the paltry cut.

      “I know.” Silas shook his head and crossed his arms in disgust. “And my daughter was too young. But we couldn’t talk any sense into ’em.”

      When Abby was done with her bandaging, she looked up into Wade’s eyes. He’d watched her, his head bent low. Now they were too close. Abby stepped back and to his side.

      Silas looked at Abby, but there was no evil in his eyes, not like in the men who’d come yesterday. “They told us about the kidnapping and that Wade had gone after you when you ran off. I’m sorry about your village. Who did this?”

      Abby shook her head silently.

      “We don’t know.” Wade rubbed his bandaged thumb. “We haven’t had time to turn our thoughts to tracking them down. There were wounded to tend. Two other survivors headed back to the main Flathead village in the Bitterroot Valley. What brings you out this way?”

      The redheaded man pulled off his hat. His serious expression indicated this wasn’t a show of manners so much as a sign of respect for whatever news he carried. “There’s been an accident, Wade. Your pa’s hurt bad. He asked for you. There’ve been people out looking for weeks. No one had seen a sign of you. Then the gap finally opened to the Tanner Ranch⁠—”

      “The Harden Ranch,” Silas interrupted. “How long do you think it’s gonna take for you to remember Belle’s married?”

      “It’s not that I forget she’s married. You’re standing right here, after all. It’s just hard to break the habit of wondering whether one of her husbands will last.” Red shrugged one shoulder sheepishly.

      One of her husbands will last? Abby had a sudden desire to meet this woman.

      “You and half the other people around here.” Silas shook his head, looking disgusted.

      “Sorry.”

      “Work on it.”

      Red turned back to Wade. “Silas knew you’d been up in this country late last winter. The two of us’ve been scouting around for a week. This morning, we finally found a trail and backtracked you here. You need to come home, Wade.”

      “That’s not my home. Not anymore.”

      Amazing how much Wade sounded like Abby.

      “His back is busted up. He got thrown by a mustang out riding alone and lay there through a cold night.”

      “My pa fell off his horse?” Wade sounded incredulous.

      “He hasn’t been able to walk since. He’s asking for you.”

      Wade shook his head. “Not interested.”

      Red rested one gloved hand on Wade’s shoulder. “You can always leave again. Going to see him now is the right thing to do.”

      “I’ve told you what he’s like. He’s the one who⁠—”

      “Wade,” Red said, cutting him off, “honor your mother and your father. It’s as simple as that. Nowhere in that commandment does it say they have to deserve it. He’s a broken man. Come, if only to say goodbye. He doesn’t have long to live.”

      “That spiteful old man will live forever.”

      For the first time, Glowing Sun realized how young Wade was. She’d thought little of his age. But his words now were the words of a boy, not a man. Abby turned and glared at him. “Your father has asked for a chance to say goodbye. I have lost two fathers. You should cherish the father you still have.”

      “Cherish my father?” Wade gaped at her, the kindness gone. It made him a different man, cold and empty, a stranger. “My father was a tyrant who…who…”

      Wade sighed so deeply, his whole body nearly emptied of breath. He shook his head as if to clear it and shrugged. “Yes, of course, I’ll go. Let’s get packed up.”

      “We can split what’s left of our supplies between us and let Abby ride our packhorse.”

      He reached for Abby’s arm, but she evaded his touch. “I have no place with you. Ride away and return to your life.”

      Wade froze. “No. If you won’t go with me, then I’ll stay. I won’t leave you here alone.”

      “I am alone, no matter where I go now. I cannot return to my village, and I will not fit into the white world.”

      Wade squared off in front of her, as solid and unmoving as the mountains that surrounded them. “I won’t leave you.”

      Abby stared at him. Their gazes held a long time. Too long. Clearly, he meant it. But he needed to go home. Well, she’d ride along with him, then, and leave when he was busy saying goodbye to his father. With a snort of pure disgust, she said, “Fine.”

      They packed up in minutes.

      “Don’t you want us to stay and bury them?” Red asked.

      “Glowing…uh…Abby…said her people would have a special rite for the dead. They’ll be back to see to them.”

      Red looked doubtful, but after a long hesitation, he settled his Stetson firmly on his head and swung up onto his buckskin gelding.

      “You’ve left Cassie alone at the ranch for a week?” Wade asked as he mounted his chestnut.

      “I left her to visit Belle.”

      Wade blew a long, low whistle through his lips. “Do you know Belle Tanner?”

      “Harden,” Silas said through clenched teeth as he mounted his roan.

      “Sure, I know Belle.” Red sounded kind of sad.

      Wade shook his head. “Cassie’s never gonna be the same.”

      The men looked at each other for a long moment, then started laughing.

      Abby had no idea why.

      They fell into line as the trail narrowed over the edge of the valley. She took one look back. This was the second life taken from her. It must be something about her. God must have created her to be alone.

      Well, fine. She’d be alone. That suited her.

      As they crested the valley walls, Red took the lead, glancing at Wade as he passed him. “You look like a wild man, Wade. You’d better shave and cut your hair before your pa sees you.”

      Wade fell into place behind Red. He ran one hand into his beard, nodding. “I haven’t given it a thought all winter.”

      Silas brought up the rear. Because they thought she’d run? She ran her hand across the knife she’d hidden in the pouch at the small of her back. Well, they had the right of it. She would run. But not now. Not until she’d seen Wade home. He’d saved her from that awful, murderous brute. In fact, he’d saved her last fall too. So she was indebted to him, and that didn’t sit right.

      She’d see him home because he wouldn’t go otherwise. And then they’d be even. She’d owe no white man.
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      A bull charged straight for Cassie Dawson. She screamed, dropped her lasso, and threw herself sideways. The bull missed her by inches.

      Landing on her backside, Cassie whirled around to see the bull skidding and wheeling around. She scrambled to her feet. Her hair came loose from its braid, and the dark, waist-length strands blinded her.

      The fence. I have to get to the fence.

      The bull charged. Its hooves thundered.

      There wasn’t time. Cassie staggered back.

      A rope flashed past Cassie’s face so close, she felt more than heard the whip of it. The noose snagged the bull around the neck. The animal jerked to a halt instantly, only inches from Cassie.

      Cassie staggered backward, then turned to face the fence not that far away. On shaky legs, she ran for it. She would have climbed over, but Belle Harden’s voice stopped her as surely as if Belle had roped her too.

      “What did I tell you about getting in that pen?”

      Cassie turned, pulling her hair back and out of her eyes, an apology already forming on her lips. But Cassie couldn’t speak for the fire in Belle’s eyes.

      Belle finished hog-tying the bull before she stood and strode toward Cassie. “Why’d you come in this pen alone?”

      “I…I wanted to practice.”

      “After I told you how William died, gored by a bull?”

      “Yes, but that isn’t really a bull.” She pointed to the calf struggling against the pigging strings.

      Emma Harden, Belle’s thirteen-year-old daughter, untied the little bull, and it jumped to its feet and pawed the ground.

      “Git!” Emma waved her arms. “Hiyah!”

      The calf bawled like a little spanked baby, turned tail, and ran.

      Belle narrowed her eyes. “Just because he’s only a couple months old doesn’t mean he can’t knock you down and stomp you into the dirt. He proved it.”

      Cassie dusted off the back of her skirt.

      “Red would skin me alive if he found out you were in here alone. He’s gonna be mad just findin’ out I taught you to rope.”

      “Dinner’s ready.” Sarah’s voice mercifully pulled attention away from Cassie. Belle’s nine-year-old daughter stood just outside the door of the gracious log cabin with the long porch. The house was less than a year old, and Silas had built it big enough to leave room for company…or a growing family.

      Belle’s little girl Betsy clung to Sarah’s skirt on one side. Cassie’s firstborn, Susannah, had a hold on Sarah’s other side. The two girls looked almost like twins. Both had curly black hair. Betsy came from her Italian daddy, Anthony Santoni, Belle’s third husband, now mercifully dead. Susannah’s hair came straight from Cassie, passed down from her grandmother, a Spanish countess. Susannah was just a few months older than Betsy.

      With toddlers clinging to her knees, Sarah held the two babies in her arms. Little Michael, with bright red hair just like Red’s, was perched on Sarah’s hip. The other, Belle’s newborn son, Tanner, was cradled in Sarah’s arm. Even at two weeks old, the child was the image of his pa, Silas Harden.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come in this pen without you.” Cassie had to choke out the apology. Honestly, Belle was bossier than Red.

      “What’d I tell you, Cassie Dawson?” Belle jammed her fists on her hips.

      Cassie suddenly wanted to laugh, but she wasn’t going to. Belle had taught her better than that. Cassie lifted her chin and forced herself to glare right into Belle’s eyes. “I made a decision that I could handle that calf. Yes, I fell over, but I would have been fine. You”—she jabbed her index finger straight at Belle’s chest—“are not going to speak to me like I’m a child.”

      Belle grinned.

      “Nice work.” Emma patted Cassie on the shoulder. “Real scary.”

      “Thanks, Em.” Cassie’s cheeks warmed up, she was so pleased with the compliment on her dangerousness.

      Belle rolled her eyes.

      Sarah, with an entire nursery of children, had approached enough to hear Cassie practice using her backbone. “That’s real fierce. I’m not funnin’ neither. I’d mind you right quick. Wouldn’t you, Susannah?”

      Susannah, nearly two, poked the fingers of both hands in her mouth as she nodded. Through her drooly fingers, she giggled and said, “Mama
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