
  
    [image: The Hills of Gold Unchanging]
  


  
    
      THE HILLS OF GOLD UNCHANGING

      BOOK TWO OF THE LONG TRAILS

    

    
      
        LIZZI TREMAYNE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Blue Mist Publishing ~ Waihi, New Zealand]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOUR FREE COPY OF LIZZI’S SAMPLER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Lizzi Tremayne Sampler]
          
        

      

      
        
        Your Free Book is Waiting

        Get your free copy here:

        www.lizzitremayne.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HILLS OF GOLD UNCHANGING~BOOK 2~

          

          OF THE LONG TRAILS SERIES
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      UTAH TERRITORY, 1860. On a wagon train headed for the Golden State, Aleksandra makes a dangerous enemy of a gun-running Confederate when she fights her way out of his unwelcome embrace.

      After a late-night poker game, Xavier’s new friends realize he’s heard too much to be allowed to live.

      Embroiled in the Confederates’ fight to drag the new state from the Union and make it their own, can Aleks and Xavier survive? The secessionists mean business.
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      June 1860, Echo Canyon, Wasatch Mountains, Utah Territory

      

      His blade glinted in the sunlight as he lunged toward her, but she ducked and spun, her own sword flashing in a figure eight while she retreated, and his strike met with only air. He recovered and prepared for the onslaught he knew would come, coughing as the dust kicked up by their boots thickened.

      Blade up, he parried the blows she rained down upon him. He managed to get in one of his own and retreated for a moment, breathing hard. She stepped back as well, her breast heaving beneath the thin linen. Blue eyes glittered below brows narrowed with concentration, before her sword returned to action with a vengeance. They circled, dodging and striking in turn. Her skill was far greater, but the girl’s injuries from her last fight, combined with his greater reach and fitness were beginning to tell. A movement caught the edge of his vision—he glanced up from her sword to see her hat tumble off. Her hair cascaded down in a tangle to her thighs, and his heart surged.

      She’s mine now.

      He offered the ghost of a smile as he moved in to disarm her with a passing lunge and struck at her sword arm.

      The air left his lungs and he tasted dirt in his mouth as he hit the unforgiving ground face-first. He groaned and rolled over, expecting the worst.

      Above him, her laughing visage met his eyes. Her glorious curls, molten gold, fell around his face like a veil as she bent to wipe his face and kiss his lips. She slid the hilt of his sword from his hand.

      “All right, halte, hold, you two,” their instructor said, in his heavy Russian accent. “There’s still work to be done, Xavier, but you’ve done well.”

      Xavier Argüello took the hand his opponent offered, hopped to his feet and dusted off his clothes.

      “Well done, Querido,” said his intended, Aleksandra Lekarski, as she returned his sword.

      “Xavier, come here, please,” Vladimir Chabardine said, from the doorway of the cabin, where he was propped up in his sickbed. “You have worked hard. I am impressed, and it is rare that I am compelled to say that. That shashka now belongs to you. Use it in good health.”

      Xavier stared at him, then at the Don Cossack saber in his hand, its leather grip smooth with years of use. He was silent.

      “But it’s yours, Vladimir,” he said.

      “It was one of mine, yes. Now it is yours. Tatiana brought my other two shashkas with her from Russia. One is for Nikolai, when he is ready, and this one is for you. It’s the least I can do, after my part in,” he looked at Aleksandra and grimaced, “your papa’s death.”

      She nodded grimly in acknowledgement.

      “Thank you, from the bottom of my heart,” Xavier said, shaking his head at the Russian, as he ran a finger from the tooled embellishment on the pommel through to the rawhide bouton and strip they used for their practice sessions. He slid the protectors off and his new shashka whispered into its scabbard. He turned to face Aleksandra, and bowed to her. “Thank you,” he said, then turned to Vladimir, “and again, to you.”

      She returned the bow and smiled at them both.

      “You’re not quite done,” Vladimir said. “Xavier, replace the guard.”

      “What would you like?” Aleksandra asked.

      “One more bout. En garde,” he said, and they prepared. “Prêt.” They nodded. “Allez,” he snapped, and they began. Aleksandra feinted, then moved to strike, but Xavier saw a hole in her defense and lunged. She twirled way, with a laugh, then drew back, looking frightened, her body twisted strangely to the right.

      Was she injured?

      His gaze lifted to her face. What a chance! Her whole left side was open. He went for the opening. Before he could alter his course, she unwound and her shashka flashed toward him. For the second time in his life, he froze as he found her blade across his throat.

      “¿Recuerdas? Remember this?” she said, her eyes merry.

      “How could I forget, Querida,” he spoke for her ears alone, “our first meeting?”

      Hands clapped behind them and they spun as one, their own hands gripping their sword hilts.

      “No need fer that, no need fer that,” said a man, mounted on a chestnut horse. Beside the horse walked a black man, tied by the wrists to the rope in the rider’s hands.

      “What do you wan—” Xavier began, then clamped his jaw, as his breath came short. Blood pounded in his ears and his face heated. “What can I help you with,” he finally managed, past gritted teeth, as he walked away from the house door, toward their callers.

      “Well, hello theah,” the rider said, his Southern accent heavy. “Good fightin’, and fer a girl, too.” He looked sideways at Aleksandra.

      “Aleks,” Xavier hissed, as he felt, rather than saw, her bristle beside him. He glanced at her knuckles showing white on the pommel of her saber. He reached out and covered her sword hand with his own and she took a deep breath and stilled.

      “We’re yer new neighbors down th’road. Y’all wanna buy a slave? We’ve jus’ done come West ’n now we’ve done finished buildin’ the house, he’s,” he nodded at the man at the end of his tether, “jus’ ’noth’r mouth t’feed. Ca’int use ’im to grow nuthin’ in this rock y’call dirt around heah.” He stopped and looked at the yard and cabin. “Nice place y’all got here.”

      Xavier nodded, silent.

      The man’s brows narrowed, then he continued. “Well, ah wondered if y’all had a breedin—ah, a woman slave I could trade fer him. The missus wants help in t’house, an’ I could use a little…too.” The glint in his beady eyes turned his grin into a leer.

      Xavier closed his eyes and clenched his fists. “This territory may allow slavery, but nobody holds with it around here.”

      The Southerner was silent for a moment, then answered with a voice dripping with sarcasm. “Now that’s mahty neighborly of ya. Are y’all some o’them ab’litionists we come West to git away from?”

      “As you wish.” Xavier raised a brow at him, then shifted his gaze to the man on foot, staring at the dirt. “I apologize to you, sir, but you’ll have to go home with him again. May you find yourself a better life soon.”

      The corners of the slave’s mouth lifted briefly. His eyes flickered up to Xavier’s, brightened, then dulled again as he dropped them to the ground.

      “C’mon Jordan,” the rider growled, “we’re not welc’m here, by all accounts.” He jerked his horse around and they retreated the way they’d come.

      Xavier stood silent, watching them go, then began to shake. He closed his eyes, willing himself to control the anger and the deepening darkness. He inhaled sharply. When he opened his eyes, Aleksandra was staring at him.

      “Are you all right?” she said, her brow furrowed.

      “Yes.” Xavier nodded.

      “More Southerners,” Aleksandra scowled as she wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her sleeve, “running from home before the government takes their slaves away?”

      “That’ll never happen,” Xavier said, from between clenched jaws. “Too strong, too wealthy—cotton—slaves. Poor beggars down South.” He peered around. “Even here. I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it,” she said. “They’re coming.”

      He shook his head. “I just wish we could stop it—the abuse, the owning.”

      Aleksandra wrapped her arms around him, held him close until the tremors quieted. She leaned back in his arms and studied his face, then seemed satisfied with what she saw.

      “Having you here with me makes it bearable, I think.” He kissed her.

      “I’m so used to you being the strong one…sometimes I forget the demons that still eat at you,” she said.
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      “So, when do you leave?” Nikolai Chabardine asked, a frown marring his features, as he sat with Aleksandra at the barn table piled with sweaty harness.

      “It’ll be at least a few weeks,” Xavier said, sponging water down Rogan’s neck and over his back. “Your papa must be able to get around before we go.”

      “We’d stay longer,” Aleksandra glanced up at Vladimir’s son from the saddle soap can at she was trying to open, “but I’m worried about my Mustang Dzień. He’s back at the Fish Springs Pony Express station. We don’t know if the Indian attacks out West have continued, or if they’ve—” She uttered an expletive, then reached for a screwdriver to pry off the lid.

      The sixteen-year-old’s eyes widened. “Mama said I mustn’t say that, when I heard the teamsters say it.” He beamed. “I’ll practice when she cannot hear.”

      Aleksandra shot him a look. “Not your best idea, Niko. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have sworn,” she said, with a wry grin, as Nikolai turned back to Xavier.

      Nikolai got up and handed the sweat scraper to Xavier. “May I come with the two of you?”

      “Sorry,” Xavier smiled at the boy, “but you’re needed here to help with your papa and the new garden. No Moskva stores here—you’ll have to grow or catch your own food.” He ducked, laughing, as the boy swung a hand at his shoulder. “Can you shoot that rifle of yours?”

      “Yes, I can, and I love it here. It is very different from Moskva. Fewer people, and much warmer.” He quirked a brow.

      “Staying here and helping your family keep an eye on this place is a big help to us, Nikolai.” Aleksandra was silent for a moment. “We might not be coming back for a while.” Her eyes filled, and she glanced at the sponge in her hand to hide her tears.

      Her heart ached for her father, dead only a month, and the rest of her family in their little graveyard in the orchard.

      How can I leave this—them—here?

      She gulped and forced herself to attend to the conversation.

      “It is our pleasure,” the young Russian was saying, with a slight bow—a glimmer of his father in his action. He glanced at her face. “Are you OK, Aleks?” His forehead creased.

      “Yes, but this has always been my home… you’ll understand about leaving home.” She tried to swallow past the lump in her throat. “You’ve come a long way, too.”

      “Yes, but we came to find Papa.” He smiled softly.

      “And you’ve found him.” Xavier said briskly. “As for the time remaining to us here, your father said you may join into my shashka lessons, now that I’m no longer a danger to you.”

      “Really?” The boy’s eyes lit up, then he laughed. “You, a danger to me?”

      Xavier’s lips twisted. “His words, not mine.”

      “How long have you been taking fencing lessons?” Aleksandra said.

      “Five years, it has been.” The boy stood taller as he replied. “Mama desired that I should know something of the art at which my papa excels.”

      “Wise woman,” Aleksandra raised a brow at him, her hands full of soapy sponge and harness. “She told me you were accomplished. It’s but a small step up to handling a shashka.”

      “You’ll try not to hurt me too much, eh Niko?” Xavier asked, with a sheepish grin, and turned back to the colt to scrape the last water from his rump.

      “Never.”

      “Would you like to walk Rogan cool while I help Aleksandra clean the harness?”

      “I should be happy to,” Nikolai said, as he took the leadrope and walked out into the spring sunshine, chattering to the big bay.
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      “What do you plan to take?” Tatiana Chabardine asked.

      “We take only what we can carry on the horses,” Aleksandra said, staring at her mother’s oak secretary, then gulped and turned back to Vladimir’s wife.

      “Your delaine will stand you in good stead,” Tatiana said, smoothing a hand over the blue woolen muslin. “It’s just the color of your eyes.” She moved it aside to lift another bolt of fabric from the chest, then paused. “This is lovely,” the Russian woman murmured as she fingered the bolt of fine material beneath her hands.

      “Oh, the lawn. Yes,” Aleksandra said. “Papa brought it back for me from Great Salt Lake…” frozen, she gripped it in her hands and tears flowed onto the fabric, darkening its sprigs of lavender flowers, “…City,” she finished, trailing into silence. Tatiana wrapped her arms about her and hugged her to her chest.

      “I’m so very sorry for the loss of your papa, and at Vladimir’s hands, albeit accidentally. We cannot ever make that up to you—but I thank you with all my heart for what you have given to me and Vladimir, not to mention Niko.” She tilted Aleksandra’s chin up and smiled into her eyes. “He idolizes you, do you know? I’m afraid he will never find a woman to compare to you, so we should have him around for a good, long while.”

      Aleksandra laughed through her tears and gave the woman one last hug before stepping back and wiping her eyes. She picked up the lawn and held it to her face for a moment. “I’ll use it to make a dress to be wedded in, as soon as I find the time,” she whispered, then placed it back into the trunk with care.

      “I wish I could be there for your wedding.” Tatiana gave her a wistful smile. “One is never sure where one will end up, no? In the meantime, we will begin on the gown before you leave.”

      “Thank you. I was afraid to cut into it myself. I’ve only made muslin dresses and shirts for Papa since Mama died.”

      “We’ll surely have it well in hand before you leave,” Tatiana said, “and thank you, again, for letting us stay here. It is a dream come true for all of us.”

      “I’m happy you’ll be here to take care of it. We’re not sure whether we’ll return or not, nor when, so it is helpful to know you’ll be here—” Aleksandra paused, her hand gliding over the surface of the secretary, “—and that things like this will be kept safe for a little longer. There’s no way to carry this with us, and it has no place in the goldfields. I’d hate to see Mama’s dream cut up for firewood.” She tried to swallow past the lump in her throat.

      “We will care for everything as if it were our own. After Vladimir’s healed…” Tatiana’s face lost a bit of color, but she carried on, “…we will find you, wherever you are.”

      “We’ll keep in contact.” Aleksandra bit her lip. “We’ve been watching over our shoulders for Vladimir for the past few decades. I wouldn’t know what to do if we lost track of him now.”

      “I’ve never been so far from a hospital before, although,” she gave her a wry grin, “that could be a blessing in disguise, with the spread of disease in them.”

      “Vladimir will get better…” Aleksandra bit her cheek, wishing she could be sure, “…surely.” Tatiana reached out and gripped her hands and opened her mouth to speak.

      Rogan’s trumpet echoed from the orchard, his hooves beating a tattoo on the packed ground of his field. Over the tumult, Aleksandra heard hoofbeats coming at speed down the wagon trail toward them. Raising an eyebrow at Tatiana, Aleksandra grabbed her rifle from its deer-antler rack on the wall, checked it was loaded, and slipped to the side of the open doorway as an Indian on a painted pony enter the clearing at a run.
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      The Indian’s Mustang returned Rogan’s call.

      “Dancing Wolf!” Aleksandra bolted back to return the rifle to its rack, then raced out the door with a laugh. She reached the pair as the Indian slid from the horse. He pulled the thong serving as a bridle from the pinto’s mouth, and the horse trotted away to trade scratches with Rogan over the gate.

      The scowl on her childhood friend’s face stopped her for a moment. She peered at him from the corners of her eyes. His frown finally cracked into a half-hearted attempt at a smile.

      She hunched her shoulders. “You’ve heard, then…about my last scrape, with Vladimir?”

      “That, and your last Pony ride, all the way to Roberts Creek and back? Dead men, burning stations and Pah-Utes on the warpath? Can’t you stay out of trouble for even a week?”

      His grip on her shoulders hurt.

      “I do try.” She winced.

      He shook his head and wrapped his arms around her for a few moments. “Tell me about it, Kwahaten” he murmured, then dropped his hands to his sides and turned toward the cabin.

      She smiled briefly at his use of her Indian name—Shoshone for the graceful antelope—then shot after him and grabbed his arm. “Wait, Dancing Wolf.” She stopped. “Umm…Vladimir’s…inside.”

      The Indian whipped the bow from over his shoulder and she lost her grip on him. An arrow was nocked on the string before could reach him again.

      “Inside?” he hissed. “What is your father’s killer doing here?”

      “It’s OK, wait,” Aleksandra said. “In his condition, he couldn’t hurt anyone. His wife and son are here, too.”

      “From Russia?” His eyes bulged. “Tell me all,” he said grimly.

      She half-led, half-dragged the Shoshone warrior away from the house to a seat in the barn. Once she was sure he’d stay put, she told him the story, or part of it, anyway, of her abduction by Vladimir, her and Xavier’s plot and deception to escape him, their escape, Vladimir’s downfall, and his redemption. The hard lines on Dancing Wolf’s face slowly relaxed as she spoke.

      “So he didn’t kill your papa, after all,” he said, his voice heavy with doubt.

      “No, he didn’t.” She wished she sounded more certain. “If you knew nothing of them before today—”

      “—is he responsible for this?” he interrupted, and held up her bandaged wrist.

      “Well…”

      “He is.” The Indian jumped to his feet. “He will pay.”

      “He has paid,” she said dryly. She lunged forward to grab the hem of his shirt and pulled him back to sit beside her. “He’s half dead in there. His horse collapsed on him and he’s quite broken, but not dead yet.”

      “And won’t be, if I have anything to say about it,” Tatiana said, as she walked toward them, with an edge to her accented, but clear English.
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      Tatiana stretched out a hand to him. “You must be Dancing Wolf. Aleksandra has told me so much about you.”

      He stood frozen, looking at her. His frown finally softened as she continued to smile at him, fingers still extended.

      “As I was saying,” Aleksandra continued, “if you knew nothing of them before today, you’d think they were some of the nicest people you’d ever met.” She raised a brow at him and walked away, leaving him to Tatiana’s tender mercies.

      The three of them walked into the cabin half an hour later, the Indian ducking his head to miss the sill, seemingly without noticing its presence. Aleksandra chuckled.

      A lesson he’d learned years ago.

      He frowned at her for a moment. “Oh, the doorway,” he said. The corners of his mouth turned up, as he lifted one hand to touch his head. His brows narrowed again as he turned to look at the man propped up in Aleksandra’s father’s bed.

      “You are responsible for the killing of my friend Krzysztof?” He enunciated with care.

      “In that I trained him to fight, as a young man, and that an arms master should have been able to prevent his opponent from falling upon his own sword, yes, I am. I am prepared to make amends, if at all possible.”

      “Dancing Wolf, it’s over.” Aleksandra stepped between the pair and introduced them. “Thank you for protecting me, but it’s done.”

      “I cannot hope for your forgiveness,” Vladimir looked from the Indian to Aleksandra and back, “but I will ask anyway,” said the pale man, leaning back against the headboard.

      “It is my father, Krzysztof’s brother by blood, from whom you must seek forgiveness.”

      Vladimir stared at Aleksandra, one brow raised.

      “Chief Golden Hawk of the Shoshone. Papa’s blood-brother,” she said.

      “When I am able to seek him, I will hasten to do so,” Vladimir said clearly. “If he wishes, he may visit here, as we will be staying indefinitely. As you can see,” he waved an arm, indicating the bandages and thick splints running the length of his leg, “I’m not going anywhere soon, unless it be to Heaven.”

      Tatiana’s sharp intake of breath filled the silence, then Dancing Wolf took a deep breath and walked closer to Vladimir.

      “If it is as you say, you may live. If I find out otherwise…”

      “Dancing Wolf!” Aleksandra growled. He turned and moved toward her, standing near the door. “Forgiven. Not forgotten, but forgiven. He has made amends, and will continue to do so. For my sake, please bury it?” She turned on every bit of pleading guile she knew.

      He shook his head at her. “You always get away with it, don’t you?” he whispered. “You have me wrapped around your finger.” His frown cracked again.

      Vladimir smiled wanly from his place while Dancing Wolf seated himself on a bench.

      “We’re about to eat, will you stay?” Aleksandra said.

      The Indian smiled at her as she carried hot soda bread and kielbasa to the table. “I’ve missed your bread. No one makes it in our village.”

      “Sorry, it’s not sourdough. At least there was some of the kielbasa I left with Scotty at the trading post,” she said. “The zakwas and sourdough starter are at Fish Springs Pony station…” she sobered, “…if it still stands, anyway.”

      Dancing Wolf cut some bread and added crispy, curling slices of the sausage, then got to his feet. Aleksandra swallowed hard against the lump forming in her throat.

      He’s leaving already…

      He looked at her and grinned, proceeded to the bed, and handed them to Vladimir. He and the Indian locked eyes, then Vladimir nodded ever-so-slightly.

      “Thank you, Dancing Wolf, for your consideration.” The Indian returned to the table and took another slice from Aleksandra. He brought it to his face and inhaled deeply. “Sourdough or no, your bread is the best.”

      “That’s only because you haven’t tasted Tatiana’s.” She quirked an eyebrow at him. “It’s like Mama’s.”

      The man pivoted slowly to face the Russian woman and smiled his best smile.

      “So I’ll expect you regularly, shall I?” Tatiana smiled. “Another friend in America, even if it is just cupboard love.”

      He protested, but another piece of the steaming loaf quieted him.

      After they’d all eaten their fill, Dancing Wolf stood and once again approached the invalid’s bed.

      “I’m glad to find my best friend in the world alive here today. Be sure your dealings are honorable,” the Indian said.

      “You have my word on that,” Vladimir said, his lips in a grim line. “Thank you for your understanding. I already offered Aleksandra a sword, and my neck, but she didn’t take them.”

      Dancing Wolf’s eyes widened. “You’re a braver man than I, for I’ve seen her with a shashka. Go well, Vladimir. I shall return.”

      “I hope to see you soon,” the Russian returned, with a nod, and a smile.

      Dancing Wolf, Tatiana and Aleksandra walked down the steps together.

      “After all these years, I finally understand why your father has trained you like a man,” the Indian said.

      “What do you mean, like a man?” Aleksandra hissed.

      He blinked, and looked from her to Tatiana and back. “You had a need to protect yourself. A valid one.”

      “Yes, I understand,” she mumbled, then picked up her head and sighed. “But it doesn’t mean I can’t fight as well as any man.”

      “Never said you couldn’t.” Dancing Wolf raised one brow at her and scanned the orchard. His pony walked the fence, ears pricked, gazing from side to side. “Where’s Dzień?” He turned to Aleksandra, a frown marring his smooth forehead.

      “Dzień? Day?” Tatiana’s brow furrowed.

      “Yes, ’day’ in Polish.” Aleksandra said. “I was quite young on the beautiful, sunny day when I named him. No one liked ’Beautiful’ for a colt.” She nodded at the Indian’s Mustang. “He and my Dzień were raised together, as we were.” She looked at her friend. “At ten years old, we were each given a colt by Dancing Wolf’s father to raise and train for our own, up there.” She waved a hand toward the mountains to the north, and tears blurred her vision.

      Tatiana glanced at her with a soft smile.

      “I’ll leave you two to say goodbye,” the Russian woman said, and shook the Indian’s hand. “Thank you for your understanding. There will be bread waiting.” She grinned over her shoulder and headed for the house.

      “You leave soon to pick up Dzień?” Dancing Wolf asked. She looked away from him until he reached out a finger and turned her face to his.

      “Sad again?”

      “I miss your family, and Papa. Your father was so good to me, to Papa, to all of us.”

      “Every day he regrets sending you away,” Dancing Wolf sighed, “but his love for you would not permit him to keep you with us. The Pah-Utes are inciting even the peaceful tribes to join them on the warpath against the settlers…and the Pony Express. You would never be safe with us when they come to talk war, no matter that you were allied with the family of the Chief—even if you were married to his son—” His voice dropped to a whisper.

      “I understand, my friend.” Clamping her jaw tightly, she wiped the tears from her eyes in one rough movement and looked up at him.

      Sometime in the past, unbeknownst to her, Dancing Wolf had asked for her hand, but her father had believed her to be too young. She’d only been told of it after she’d found her father dead and gone to their village, hoping to be taken in. By then, it was too late. The chief knew her life would be at risk with the Indians, and had tearfully sent her back to her own people.

      “I am told you’ve seen the carnage on the trail, on your ride to Roberts,” he said. The cold lump in her stomach which she’d tried to forget returned with a vengeance. She reached out and took his hand, then set her jaw.

      “All the Pony Express stations between Roberts Creek and Ibapah have been destroyed by Indians. I rode past them all. I stopped and looked,” she shuddered, “where there was any chance of a survivor, and kept going.” She looked at him and swallowed hard against the rising gorge in her stomach. “I saw men…” She fell silent.

      “Killed?”

      “S…s…”

      “Scalped.” He whispered, then hugged her close. “It’s unspeakable.”

      “How could Indians do such a th—”

      “—it’s not just the Indians.” He frowned. “The colonists and their government used to pay for Indian scalps, ever since they came to America.”

      “I d-d-didn’t know that,” she stuttered, staring at him.

      “Doesn’t make it any more right,” he said. “The Indians do it and the white men do it.” He paused and looked hard at her. “Are you OK?”

      “I think so,” she said, straightening, and he let go of her.

      “And I hear you rode over three hundred miles in one run?”

      She nodded. “There were few replacement horses. Some went further than I would have ever asked them, if I had a choice,” she said, to her boots, then froze. She held her clenched her fists to her mouth against the nausea, her head spinning. “The dead men and stock, riddled with arrows…and tomahawk—”

      “-stop,” he cut in, and grabbed her fists, opening her hands and holding them together between his. “You’ll make yourself ill.”

      She gritted her teeth and pulled herself together. “I was nearly discovered by the Indians as they raced down the hill towards Roberts Creek station.” Her teeth were chattering by the time she finished.

      “You cannot continue to put yourself in such danger, Kwahaten.” He gripped her fingers, as if willing her to look at him. “You are too special to die.”

      “We don’t know when, or if the Pony will resume.” She took a deep breath and continued, like she hadn’t heard him. “We thought we’d head for the big silver strike at Virginia City for a few months. It’s unlikely the Pony will start up again in that…that…time.” Her voice quavered off toward the end. She stopped and dropped her gaze again.

      “What is it you don’t wish to tell me, Kwahaten?” he asked softly.

      He knew her too well.

      “Dancing Wolf,” she said, in a small voice, “Xavier asked me to become his wife, and I accepted.” She glanced up to see the Indian look away, his face tight, before turning back to her.

      “I wish you both the best,” Dancing Wolf said formally, then stopped. “You know I wished you for my own, but Spirit has decided it is not to be. I truly wish the best for both of you.”

      Aleksandra’s heart leapt at his acceptance, and she hugged him quickly before turning toward the sound of an approaching horse. Charro, and Xavier.

      Xavier.

      He rode toward them, staring in silence at his intended and the Indian standing side by side, the Californio’s jaw rigid and his eyes hard as flint.
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      Aleksandra went to meet Xavier, riding on his gray stallion. She gave Charro a pat, then reached up for the packages Xavier held before him, her eyes on his stony visage.

      “Good trip?”

      He made no answer, and she glanced back over her shoulder at her childhood friend, then back to Xavier.

      “Dancing Wolf has come to make sure, once again, that I’m OK,” she said, at his continued silence, as tears cooled on her cheeks.

      Xavier shook his head, inhaled deeply through his nostrils and stared at Aleksandra’s face. He turned to the Indian. “Thank you, again, for seeing to her,” he said, and gritted his teeth.

      “I am here for her anytime. You know that, Xavier,” the Indian said quietly.

      Xavier dismounted and walked toward the Aleksandra and Dancing Wolf.

      “This time…it was me who should have listened,” Xavier said. “Aleks knew Vladimir was a danger and I didn’t believe her. Because of that, I almost lost the one who is most special to me,” he glanced at her “and to you as well.” He reached out to Dancing Wolf and shook his hand. “Please, I have behaved atrociously. To friendship.” He squeezed the man’s hand and they looked at each other for long moments.

      Aleksandra held her silence, struck by the strength of their love for her, despite the trouble that seemed to follow in her footsteps, and by their new mutual acceptance.

      “The more I learn about Aleksandra,” Xavier said, raising a brow at Dancing Wolf, “the more I see it will take both of us to keep her out of trouble. Come on into the cabin. I’m sure you’ve heard the story? The man Aleksandra’s family feared the most, and rightly so, now seems to be…not an enemy, but a friend.”

      “Yes. In the past few hours, I’ve gone from desiring to revenge Krzysztof to making friends with Vladimir. I’ve been invited back, so I must’ve done something right.” He gave Xavier a wry grin. “Speaking of which, I wish to offer my congratulations to you both. If I cannot have your woman in my life, I can’t think of a better man for her.”

      He whistled for his pony, slipped the horsehair loop around his jaw and vaulted on.

      “Take care, all of you. I’ll see you soon,” he called over his shoulder, as the skewbald loped away.
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      Xavier pulled back the quilt and slid into bed beside Aleksandra. “I’ll get over this someday, but when I saw you standing with Dancing Wolf…my heart hit my boots again.” At her look, he hurriedly began again. “I know the situation. You were raised with him, but I also understand you were nearly promised to him—”

      “But—”

      “I know, I know,” he held his fingers to her lips to stop her protest, “you weren’t told of it. I believe you, but it still scares me. I trust you and I keep trying to remember that everything will work out.”

      “It’s OK.” She looked down at her hands for a moment, then closed her eyes.

      “I’m just trying to be honest, as you’ve asked of me.”

      She sighed and looked him in the eyes. “Yes, I did, and it will all work out.” She tried for a smile and nearly won.

      “I just wanted you to know. It shocked me for a moment, I had my panic and then I got over it. I may win this one yet.”

      “You will, we will.”

      “It’s so good to know I’ve made another friend, and that he’s also looking out for you, because Lord knows, I need the help. You’re a handful, Chiquita.”

      She shook her head as he took her into his arms and held her close.
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      “Rogan is being so good, is he not?” Nikolai tried hard to whisper. The colt tipped an ear back, listening to the boy who held the reins.

      “Yes, he is, but let’s not push our luck.” Xavier looked sideways at him, then past him to Aleksandra on the wagon bench seat. Nikolai smiled and held the reins firmly, but with a deft touch. The boy was a natural. He glanced ahead at the wagons parked outside the trading post.

      “There are people at Scotty’s trading post today. I’ve never seen so many,” the young Russian said, as they neared the log cabin beneath the lofty red obelisks of Weber.

      “Yes, there are.” Xavier frowned. Rogan skittered sideways as raised voices came from inside the building, his eyes bugging.

      “How about you give me the reins, Niko, and you can go in with Xavier?”

      He nodded and carefully handed the lines to her.

      “Maybe we’d best stop back here a ways, Xavier? I’ll keep Rogan moving,” Aleksandra said. “Neither of us like crowds.”

      “Ok. Let us off here then?”

      She nodded, then turned all her attention to the nervous young stallion. “I’ll go past and walk him toward the river. You don’t need more than a few minutes, do you?”

      “No, that will be fine. Take care.” He frowned. Rogan had only been driven to the dogcart a few times and was still pretty unpredictable.

      “He’ll be fine when we get away from all the shouting in there.” She glanced towards the trading post as the wagon passed it, then turned back to the horse, crooning to him all the while. Xavier watched her go, her slim, upright body swaying with the gentle movement of the wagon as the horse settled into his regular ground-eating walk. They’d be OK. He smiled and walked up the steps to Nikolai, who danced from foot to foot on the porch.

      “I said no, and I mean no,” the voice of Scotty, the proprietor, came to them through the open door. “I’m not normally rude to customers, but you’ve gone too far.”

      “Stay behind me, Niko,” Xavier said, as he stepped into the store and sidled to the right, his back to the corner, to see what was upsetting the normally-placid Scot.

      He didn’t have far to look. A couple near the flour barrels to his left stood stock still, staring at the disturbance at the front counter.

      “I wanna sell ’er t’ya. She’ll make ya a good housekeepah, she’s been a good help fer m’wife here.” He gestured to his left at a thin woman in a tidy blue muslin dress and pinafore standing beside him, her back to the door. To his right, head bowed toward the ground, stood a negro woman. Her dress was several shades less tidy and new than that of the Southerner’s wife. And she was pregnant. Very pregnant.

      “She’ll warm yer bed too,” continued the man, grinning at the red-faced Scotty like an idiot, and his wife turned away. “She’s a good breedah, too.”

      Scotty took a step toward him, fist raised, as the man’s wife spun away toward the door. Her face was pinched, mouth in a hard line. The wife’s head shot up, her eyes wide, to see she had not one, but two groups of observers. She gritted her teeth and turned back to the men.

      “You’d better get out, before I—” the shopkeeper growled.

      “Kin I talk alone fer a minute with the man, Georgia? Please?” he said to his wife. She stomped away to finger a bolt of calico halfway to the door.

      “I’ve nothing to say to you,” Scotty growled.

      “Now see here, suh, I don’wanna let this Mary go, but my missus, she’s makin’ me. Seems she ain’t gettin’ wi’child herself, an’ when she sees how’as Mary’s breedin’, well, it makes her a bit crazy-like.”

      “Livin’ with you would make anyone crazy-like,” Scotty growled. “Now get out.” He gave an apologetic smile to the colored woman still standing beside the pathetic man. “I’m sorry fer you, miss, but I don’ hold with slavery, Utah bein’ a slave state or no.”

      “But wait,” the Southerner said, “look here.” He pulled the drawstring holding the slave’s blouse together at the neck and the fabric dipped below her full breasts. She looked like she wanted to die. “Ain’t they somethin’? Wouldn’t you like—”

      “Get out,” Scotty roared, and the man blinked and finally backed up.

      He turned to his wife. “Ah, Georgia, I tried, but it ain’t no use. I did try,” he whined, as he looked at the slave’s exposed breasts while she tried to recover the cord and tie it with shaking hands.

      “You’re not trying very hard,” she hissed. “I won’t sleep another night in her presence, even if she’s under the wagon. I just won’t. And soon there’ll be a baby, then what will you do?” She rounded on him and he cringed. “Be back in her bed?”

      “Come on,” he said, and the two women followed him toward the door. His gaze met Xavier’s and his eyes lit up. “Say, suh, could ah interest you in this fine—”

      The man froze and went pale as Xavier neared him, then he grabbed the hands of the two women and ran from the store as if pursued by the hounds of hell.

      “Xavier, was that man…” Nikolai whispered.

      “Forget him,” he said. Nikolai took one look at his face and took two steps back, his hands held up before his face.

      “Xavier, come back,” Scotty said, in a firm voice.

      He took a few deep breaths and the darkness lifted…a little.

      “Sit down, lad,” Scotty said. “Close your eyes. It’ll go away. He’s gone.”

      “Dios mío. My God, I can’t stand it, Scotty,” he managed. “Isn’t there anywhere we can get away from the abuse?”

      “Xavier?” Nikolai whispered from three feet away and he picked up his head to look at him. “I’ve brought you some water. Will you have a drink?”

      He reached out a hand for it. “Gracias, thanks, mi amigo. I’d rather whisky, but water’s probably safer right now.”

      “You OK?” Scotty hunkered down beside him. “With all the Southerners comin’ West, we’re seein’ more and more o’this. I don’t like it one bit.”

      “Me either. Aleks and I are considering our next move. This is making California look better and better.”

      “Plenty o’ Southerners comin’ through here, talkin’ ’bout makin’ California a slave state, too.” He twisted his lips. “’Secessionists’, they’re callin’ themselves.”

      “So I’ve heard, but it can’t happen there, surely.”

      “For your sake, let’s hope not. Now, young Nikolai, how’s your papa faring with his broken bones?”

      He’d gone rather pale, but perked up to speak with Scotty. “He’s doing well, and teaching Xavier and me how to fight with shashkas. Aleksandra already knows, and she’s helping.”

      “And that lovely mother of yours?”

      “She’s well, trying hard to keep Papa to his bed,” he gave the Scot a crooked grin, “it is difficult, she says, so she must stay there with him often.”

      “Wise woman.” Scotty chuckled. “Now, I suppose you came to pick up the tools you need to grow your family’s food this year?”

      The boy stood taller. “Yes, sir.”

      “Let’s get those loaded up, then. Xavier, you just come out when you’re ready.”

      “I’ll be right there. Aleksandra should be along soon, if she’s not already.

      They left him sitting on a chair contemplating the relative merits of guns vs. shashkas for men like the one who’d just left the trading post.
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      “I wish I could make it all go away for you,” Aleksandra whispered. The sheen of sweat sparkled on her skin in the early morning chill as she slowly leaned forward and took his face in her hands. She kissed him thoroughly, deeply. As deeply as he’d been into her as the dawn broke.

      “Dios mío, but how you do. If you only knew,” he murmured, her tears salty on his lips.

      “I can’t fix it, it’s here to stay,” she said, and sat up, astride him, narrowed brows marring her face.

      She rose and fell with his deep breaths.

      “The abuse, I cannot—” He closed his eyes. “No puedo, I can’t stand the abuse. I lose control completely.”

      “I can’t abide it, either,” she hesitated, “and you know more of it than I, with your—”

      “—father…it makes me think of my father.”

      “Your stepfather. At least you know that now.”

      “Sí, gracias a Dios, his blood does not run through me. At least I now know I will not turn like him, and do unspeakable things…” He fell silent. “But it’s not that alone…growing up on the rancho, there were so many servants—slaves, I now know—whom I have taken for granted.”

      “And now you know, you can help them, no?” she said, and gripped his hands tightly before her.

      He frowned. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe we should go on to California.”

      Her face lightened. “To your rancho?”

      He nodded, scarcely daring to smile. Fear squeezed his heart until he had trouble breathing, but it had to be better than the paralyzing emotions he encountered almost daily here now.

      Can I really go home again?

      His mother wanted him back there, but his brothers? To inherit it, as the eldest son, out from beneath them after they’d worked it for so many years? His jaw tightened. He couldn’t go back with nothing to show for his time away.

      Aleksandra drew a deep breath and his thoughts fled.

      “I’ll miss—” she hesitated, and paled, “our ranch.”

      “Where your family lies.” His eyes held hers, and he gripped her suddenly-cold fingers.

      She blinked as her eyes filled, and tears dripped cold onto his belly.

      He pulled her down on top of him and held her close, their bodies entwined in every way.

      “I can’t return them to you, but we’ll never forget them, and,” he pulled his head back and tilted her chin up to meet his, “we’ll teach our children about them. Every day.”

      He went rock-hard as he spoke, and began to move again. The intensity in her eyes matched the fire in his loins, and soon, all words were forgotten.
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      The day of their departure finally dawned, clear and bright.

      “Goodbye,” Xavier called back toward the family in the cabin doorway, as they rode away.

      “Vladimir,” Aleksandra shouted, “you behave for that lovely wife of yours. Your sorry hide won’t be worth a penny if I hear you’ve not been a perfect saint for this woman who’s traveled halfway around the world to find you!”

      “That I’ll do, that I’ll do,” he replied, and smiled at Tatiana.

      They headed for Great Salt Lake, the horses snorting in the morning breeze, keen to be on the trail again. They snatched at tufts of spring grass, just beginning to grow.

      Aleksandra took a deep breath of the sharp air.

      They traveled light—pemmican, two bedrolls, a few bags of herbs, food, horse feed and their weapons. The horses could trot freely, and they made good time, until Xavier’s horse suddenly went dead lame in his right fore as they slithered across a patch of loose rock. They both dismounted and led the horses to firm ground, then Aleksandra watched as Xavier pried the start three-sided stone from beneath Charro’s shoe.

      “Lucky that didn’t puncture his hoof,” Aleksandra said, and Xavier nodded.

      The horses flung their heads up at the sound of rifle shots echoing up the canyons from the meadow far below.

      “That’s no hunting party.” She glanced at Xavier. “Who could be out here, of all places? There’s not that much game around.”

      “I don’t know, but we’d best find out,” Xavier threw over his shoulder. He mounted his Andalusian and set off at a trot down a wagon trail so treacherous, the emigrants had to go down with their wheels locked. Aleksandra clucked to the big bay colt and vaulted on as he struck up a guarded canter behind Xavier’s stallion.

      His shout made her turn. He pointed down the hill, just north of the trail they followed. Below them, a cloud of dust teemed with swirling horses and men bristling with rifles. Xavier’s gray slid to a halt, and Aleksandra swore as her bay swerved to miss him, then jolted to a rough stop beside them.

      “Who is it?” Xavier shaded his eyes with his hand.

      “Ummm…oh my dear Lord.” She gulped and took a deep breath, feeling suddenly faint. “It’s Ephraim Hanks and his men, and a black woman…and someone’s on the ground. Quick, Xavier, we need to get down there.”
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      Aleksandra gave Rogan his head and they bolted down the hill. She buried her fists in his thick mane and let the colt find the fastest way down.

      Four of the riders spun, training their guns on them as they neared them.

      “Mr. Hanks, Ephraim! Stop! It’s me, Aleksandra!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.

      “Hold fire, boys!” The Mormon’s low growl cut across the distance and the muzzles lowered. Rogan cut across the distance in a matter of seconds, and bounced to a halt, granite chips flying, a few feet before the leader.

      “Mr. Hanks, what’s happened?” Aleksandra said. She looked past him at his Avenging Angels vigilante band gripping the arms of three white men. The remainder of them surrounded a black woman on the ground, holding a limp body in her arms.

      “Aleks, Xavier.” Ephraim acknowledged them, then turned back to glare at the trio standing still, their arms twisted behind their backs. “I want to know what’s happening here,” he barked.

      “Is that man all right?” she called to him, as she slid from Rogan’s back and hit the ground running.

      “He’s dead, you can stop racing around, Aleks. As for these men, they’ve not opened their mouths yet,” he scowled, “but I’m beginning to figure it out.”

      Silence reigned, other than the sobs of the colored woman.

      Aleksandra turned to her. “Are you all right, miss?”

      The woman stopped crying and stared at her, the negro woman’s tears making tracks down her face and onto the dusty and tattered muslin dress she wore. She glanced at the two sorry-looking bays standing beside the trail. Her whole body tensed as if she would run, then she took a breath and stilled. “This is my man, that thoose others haf just shot,” she said, her voice oddly accented.

      Aleksandra stepped back to keep her in her field of vision and still see the rest of the group.

      “She’s ours—” one of the captive men began. His comment, with a heavy Southern drawl, ended in a whimper as his arm was wrenched higher behind his back.

      “That gives you the right to shoot a man, does it?” Ephraim said, and turned his back on him.

      “They’re escaped slaves,” said another of the men, also from the South, by his accent.

      “Be that as it may, you men aren’t going anywhere ’till we get this sorted.”

      Two of them opened their mouths to answer, but flapped them shut again.

      Ephraim backed up, motioning Xavier and Aleksandra to follow.

      “What’s up?” Xavier’s brows nearly touched.

      “Truth be told, we were on the way to see you, Aleks,” he turned to her, “and here you are.” He reached for her and gave her a quick hug. A longtime family friend, Ephraim was also a Pony Express station keeper. “A bit bruised and battered, by the looks of things, but you’re OK?”

      “Sure am, but this here, what’s this about?” She frowned at the woman standing beside Ephraim’s men.

      “Not sure, but I’ll get to the bottom of it. We heard shots and came to investigate. They might be runaway slaves, but we’ll see.”

      Ephraim moved back to the three captive men, in varying stages of discomfort. “Right, who’s in charge here?”

      None moved.

      “Righto, you there,” he poked the end of his rifle at the closest one, “supposin’ you start?” It wasn’t a question, and the man jumped.

      “Them’r escaped slaves, from our wagon train ’n they stole horses ’n guns.”

      “Your slaves?”

      “Nope. A friend’s ones.”

      “So why is one of them dead?”

      The three men all looked at each other, but none spoke until Ephraim prodded him again.

      “He shot at us first, it was self d’fence.”

      The black woman gasped, but said not a word. If she was pale before, she went positively white and slumped against the man on the ground beside her, eyes wide and staring as she bit her lips together.

      “So where’s his gun?” Ephraim said, past tight lips.

      Silence. “Ahh…ahh’ve got it here,” said one man, drawing his own gun from its holster.

      “That so, is it?” Ephraim’s face was thunderous.

      The narrowed brows and bared teeth of the three men menaced in the slave’s direction.

      She dropped her head and swallowed hard.

      Aleksandra closed her eyes as her stomach roiled from the sickly smell of fear-sweat, heavy in the air.

      “Are these men telling the truth, miss?” Ephraim stared at her.

      “If they say soo,” she murmured to her lap, “it must be…trrue.” She looked at the ground, her voice fading away at the end. She had an odd accent.

      Dutch?

      “So who do you say this woman and man ‘belong’ to, if not to you?” The Mormon turned back to the Southerners and glared.

      “A business ’ssociate o’ ours, never you mind who. This here’s a slave state, so don’ be botherin’ ’bout us, we kin jus’ take ’er back with us.”

      Ephraim gritted his teeth. He could do little more, if the woman wouldn’t contradict them.

      Aleksandra leaned back against Xavier and he wrapped his arms about her, tightly.

      “That so, miss?” Ephraim said, more softly this time. “Do you know these men?”

      She looked at the ground and nodded.

      The three Southerners jerked their arms away from the Mormon’s men and strode toward the woman. One took her arm and half-led, half-dragged her to the thinnest bay horse and tossed her up. Hunched over, she fumbled with her stirrups and stole glances at the man lying in the dust as she wound her hands into the horse’s mane. Tears flowed like rain, without a sound, as they took her horse’s reins and dragged it and the other exhausted horse away.

      “What about this man?” Xavier yelled after them.

      The men pulled up and turned back to them. “What man? Oh, him? A slave? Whatever y’all want. No good t’ us anymore,” he sniggered, and other two laughed. The three kicked their horses into a lope, dragging the bay with its reluctant passenger behind.

      “Well, that went well.” Aleksandra looked at the ground and shook her head, then flicked her gaze to the dead man lying in a pool of blood. She turned in Xavier’s arms and squeezed him tight.

      “Jesus, how can people think they own another person?” she whispered into his shirt.

      “I don’t know, Querida. Every day it eats at me…thinking about our Indian servants. Some of them loved us, the children, y mi madre, but they were still slaves, though I didn’t know it, then.”

      Aleksandra glanced up at her man’s face. His body was strung tight as a bow. She reached for his hands and held them.

      He buried his face in her hair. “I’m sure my brothers still have servants, for which they have many uses.” He finished on a growl. “I cannot help them until we return, but at least this man we can give a Christian burial.” He squeezed her hands and let them slip from his, then turned to face Ephraim. “Do you have a burial ground on your place?”

      “Sure do, and he’ll be welcome there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Burying the man in the rocky ground on Ephiram’s ranch let the men release some of their fury and pain at his needless death, as well as the hopeless situation of the female slave, still in the hands of the Southerners.

      “We don’t even know his name for the cross,” Xavier said, an edge to his voice. Aleksandra took his hand and squeezed it. She looked into his haunted eyes and wrapped her arm around him.

      “This can only get worse,” Xavier said, “with all the unrest we’re hearing from the Southern states.” He sank down to sit on a log and pulled Aleksandra down beside him.

      “I’m not likin’ it any.” Ephraim wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his sleeve.

      “Me either.” Aleksandra frowned at Ephraim and continued, with a shudder. “The trouble in the South and out West…the Pony being shut down…we don’t know how long it’ll take to rebuild the burnt stations, or if they’ll even be rebuilt.” She bit her lip and looked up at him. “The Union needs that route open. The other stage route passes through too many Southern states to help keep this country together.”

      “You can’t do much about the Pony for now,” Ephraim said, “so what are you going to do in the meantime?”

      “We’re going to Virginia City until the Pony starts up again, and maybe someday,” she flicked a glance at Xavier’s back, “back to Xavier’s family’s rancho near San Francisco. Surely the whole secession idea will have blown over by then.”

      “No doubt,” he said, but his furrowed brow and pursed lips belied his words. “Did you know,” he threw over his shoulder to Xavier, behind him, “the Californios, almost to a man, are siding with the secessionists?”

      Xavier froze, and paled beneath his tan. “Seriously?”

      “Yep.” Ephraim nodded grimly.

      “We won’t be seeing you for a while, then,” Aleksandra dragged her eyes from Xavier’s face and gave him a crooked grin.

      “Well, gal, the boys and I,” he glanced at the gang of toughs behind him who looked to be anything but boys, “will be heading to Virginia City sometime in the next year to have a little talk with a blasted buyer who seems to have forgotten he owes me money for a ranch north of Fort Churchill. We’ll look you up then.”

      Aleksandra shuddered inwardly and looked away. She wouldn’t want to be that man.

      “We’ll look forward to it.” Xavier smiled.

      She faced Ephraim again. “There’ll be a meal waiting. I’m not sure where, but we’ll make it happen.” She grinned up at him. “And thank you, again,” she said as he pinched her cheek and turned away toward his massive black stallion.

      Xavier turned to Ephraim. “Anything else we can do to help you here?”

      “No, son. We’re all fine here. You two just head off, you’ve a long ride ahead.”
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      “Gracias a Dios for the open trail,” Xavier said, and let out his breath.

      “Sí,” Aleksandra said. “It lets everything even out, puts things into better perspective?”

      Xavier reached across and took her hand. “A little better now, eh? I could even consider eating again,” he said, smiling at her.

      Aleksandra opened the pemmican bag and offered it to him. “I might even be able to eat without feeling nauseous. She sighed. “I guess we just need to help those we can, when we can.”

      He grimaced and swallowed hard. “Yes. I kept control of myself with those Southerners. A near thing, but I did it. Good thing Ephraim was there.”

      “You can control it. I know you can.”

      He said nothing for long moments, just stared at his hand, gripping hers between the two horses.

      Finally, he spoke. “Did you hear what Ephraim said, about the Californios backing the secessionists?”

      “Yes.” Aleks gritted her teeth.

      “I’m thinking I don’t want the Rancho de las Pulgas to back it. We need to get home. Mama would never countenance that, and she might need us—that’s treason.”

      “Shall we go straight there?” A chill grew in the pit of her stomach as she spoke.

      He hesitated. “I want to go back—for Mama’s sake, and the rancho, but…I don’t want to go back empty-handed, after all these years.”

      “Seven years is a long time.”

      “Seven years of my brothers’ running my inheritance. I have to bring something back to make up for it.”

      “But you never thought to return and claim it.”

      “No,” he shook his head, and whispered, “I never thought to see it again, ever.”

      “I’m glad your mother found you and helped you see the truth—and how much you are still loved.”

      The shadow of a smile flickered over his face. “If I can only get past the shadow of the abuse and learn people can be trusted—”

      “—women, you mean?”

      Xavier flushed and smiled. “Yes, women. Starting with you.” He reached across to kiss her.
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      “The top,” Aleksandra breathed, as she slipped down from Rogan. “One of my favorite views.” Great Salt Lake spread out before them, far across the horizon. The patchy, white desert surrounded its far borders, while snow-topped mountains behind and to the south framed the picture.

      “Mine too, but I can’t decide whether I like the view from here or Lookout better.” Xavier said, as he dismounted. “Let’s put that last scene away. We’ll revisit it soon, but let’s enjoy this time together.”

      “Sounds good to me.” She closed her eyes and sighed.

      “Back to Lookout,” he murmured, “perhaps I just have the association in my mind with the lovely evening spent with you there.”

      She gazed at him. Her face grew warm and butterflies danced inside her belly. She reached for his hand and then grimaced. “My most recent experience at Lookout wasn’t quite so pleasant. Dodging arrows at a full gallop down that rocky gully is something I’d rather not repeat too often.”

      “We need to look up that Mustang, Scout.”

      She smiled and reached up to kiss him. “He’s usually ridden between here and Faust’s and Lookout station, so hopefully he’ll be at Doc Faust’s and I can give him a good groom or some treats.”

      “I’m eternally grateful to him, and to Dancing Wolf’s friend, who stopped the others from firing more arrows at you. Thank Christ they didn’t have rifles. I owe that man and the horse more than I can say.”

      “Thank you for accepting the truth. Dancing Wolf and I have always been friends. He poses no threat to you, or us, in any way.”

      “Yes. I’m grateful he has the grace to accept my apologies and friendship, despite my past behavior.” He dropped his chin to his chest.

      “’All’s well that ends well,’ my mama always said,” Aleksandra said lightly. “Are you ready to race me down the hill?” she said, as she turned away and set off. With a flick of his black tail, Rogan trotted down the grade beside her, while she grinned over her shoulder as the older stallion laid back his ears at being left behind.
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      The trail led down the mountain to the Great Salt Lake flats. The immense body of water shimmering in the sunlight, and the tall buildings of the main street soon came into view.

      “Is Johnny here?” Xavier asked the stable lad at the Great Salt Lake Pony Express station.

      “Yes, but he’s at his dinner.” He pointed across the street at a saloon and returned to grooming the palomino stallion. Aleksandra gave him a pat as she walked past.

      “I’ve ridden him, he’s a ‘good un’, as they say,” Aleksandra said.

      Xavier smiled and took her hand.

      “Aleks! And Xavier!” The grizzled station keeper stood up from his salt beef and biscuits so fast he nearly knocked the table over. A large fading bruise spread its way down one side of his face.

      “Johnny.” Aleksandra threw herself into his arms and he swung her around.

      “Lass?” he blinked. “You were a boy last time we met. I must have missed something.” When he let her down, even Xavier gave him a heartfelt hug.

      “Are you OK? We heard what happened to you from Vladimir—”

      “—Vladimir?” he spat out. “So have ye found the scoundrel, then?”

      “Well, actually, he found me,” Aleksandra grimaced, “and it wasn’t pretty, but we wanted to thank you for your letter alerting Xavier of his whereabouts. Vladimir told us he did you a bad turn, too. In the end, we discovered he didn’t actually murder my papa. His wife and son have shown up from Russia, and—”

      “—lets talk through the whole story over a drink, OK?” Johnny said. “Are you two here for the night?”

      “No, sorry,” Xavier shook his head, “we’re on our way to Doc Faust’s, but we’d be glad to sit somewhere besides a saddle for a few minutes. The horses will appreciate a rest and a feed. I’ve put them in your stable, I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all, Xavier, not at all.” He gestured to his table and motioned to the serving girl. “Funny thing was, other than the bump on the head he gave me,” he paused and touched his face, his eyes narrowing, “I don’t think he really meant me much harm. He dumped me quite a way away, but there was a road half a mile from the big rock he hid me behind.”

      “He’ll be coming to visit you to apologize formally, and to turn himself in to the authorities if you wish to press charges, once his fractures are healed,” Aleksandra said.

      “I see you’ve had quite a conversation with him,” Johnny’s brows shot up as he took his seat. “Do tell,” he murmured, after the girl took their order.

      Aleksandra glanced at Xavier, who nodded. “You’re due an account of the story. Vladimir has pursued my family for nearly two decades, upon orders from the Russian tsar, to find a secret formula my grandpapa and papa discovered when they still lived in Poland.”

      Xavier interrupted her. “Excuse me, but would you mind if I left you with Johnny for a few minutes? I have an errand to run.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him and cocked her head, then smiled. “Meet you back here?”

      “Sí,” he murmured, and squeezed her hand as she returned her attention to Johnny.

      “Long story short, he tracked us to Utah and he and Papa fought. Papa,” she gulped and steadied herself, “fell upon his sword and died. Vladimir didn’t get the information he wanted, and knowing no one would believe his story, he kept pursuing ‘Krzysztof’s son.’

      “Vladimire saw me ride away on the palomino that day. He apparently sat at this very window,” she nodded at the panes before them, “with you.” From what he said, he kidnapped you that evening,” she grinned, “and told us you led him a merry chase way up north to the City of Rocks.”

      “Sure did, but he still found you, eventually.” He frowned.

      “It wasn’t pretty, but it’s done now. Vladimir’s quite broken, but seems to be recovering. His wife and son showed up, from Russia, and all is forgiven. You’ll no doubt meet him again—hopefully on better terms than before.”

      “I’m just thankful you’re well, Aleks—”

      She smiled. “It’s Aleksandra, if you were wondering. More thanks to you, Johnny. Without the message you sent to Xavier, he might never have found me in time. I was on my way to Russia, else. I owe you one.”

      “Think nothing of it, happy to help,” he said, but he flushed bright red with the praise.
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      “Excuse me sir.” Xavier looked up from his perusal of the items in the glass-topped case in the general mercantile store. “Wasn’t there a haberdashery near here for women’s items, like fine under-things and, and…”

      The man waited a moment, his lips twitching a little. “Rings?” he said.

      Xavier took a breath, feeling it might be his last. “Yes, please, r-rings,” he managed.

      “It’s one street over.” The man smiled as he led the way to the door and pointed out the directions. “Don’t feel bad, son, it’s always a bit like that, no matter how much you care for a girl.”

      “Thank you, sir,” he said with a laugh.

      Chrissake, I’ve already asked her to marry, why is this so hard?

      He upbraided himself as he stalked the block to the store in which he might lose his life as he knew it.

      What if women truly can’t be trusted? What then?

      His feet found the store and he stood before another glass-topped case, this time in a room smelling of roses and feminine comfort. An extremely comfortable-looking woman approached him, a smile covering her face.

      “Good day, sir, how may I help you?”

      He opened his mouth, expecting words to exit, but none came.

      “Would you be perhaps looking for some pretty trinket for a special girl? A figurine? We have a lovely china shepherdess, just arrived from back east, or… no,” she waited a moment more. At his apparent inability to speak, she smiled. “A ring, perhaps?”

      Am I really that obvious?

      He gulped.

      Be a man!

      Xavier kicked himself. “Yes, please.” He closed his eyes for a moment, concentrating on filling his lungs with air. When he opened them, he wanted to shut them again at the display of rings upon the tray before him. He stared at the rings, the glittering splash of silver and gold upon their bed of emerald velvet.

      “This is our selection. Would she prefer a simple ring or one with more decoration? Silver or gold? With a stone? A colored stone or a diamond?”

      Xavier pulled his eyes up from the endless array in time to focus on her last question.

      “And what size is she?”

      I can do this, really I can.

      “Perhaps I may assist?” Her fingers roved over the rings. “What is she like? Is she highly decorative, preferring to be flamboyant, or is she a simple, active girl?”

      Xavier began to relax. He could handle this.

      “She’s active, very active. I think those she would prefer the simple rings, otherwise it would get hung up in a horse’s mane or something.” He found himself smiling, but at his next thought, he frowned. “But she likes beautiful things as well.”

      “That helps a great deal. We can ignore this whole side. Well done, sir. Now, would she like a stone? Brightly colored or diamond?”

      Xavier looked at the remaining rings. She might like a diamond. She liked the crystals her papa had brought her from the cliffs near Camp Floyd. A diamond ring in a gold setting caught his eye. Smoothly curving, diagonal ridges enfolded and protected the inset stone. It was perfect. She could have this symbol of his love, with its glittering crystal, and still be able to wear it every day without risking her fingers.

      “How big are her hands?” The woman knew all the questions.

      “Well, they are about this big.” He measured the size of her hands against his own on the counter. He stopped, his mouth open.

      She’s become a part of me, without my even knowing.

      He gulped. Perhaps this was what it was all about, this getting married. Maybe it would be OK…trusting. He swallowed again. Maybe, just maybe, he could do it.

      “Perhaps this size?” she continued.

      “This one will fit her,” he said. “It’s perfect. I’ll take it. We’re leaving town now and I wish to give it to her at a special place on the trail.”

      “I certainly hope you’re right,” she smiled, then pursed her lips and her brows narrowed. “I suppose if it doesn’t fit, you can get it sized to fit her, wherever you are going.”

      “Oh, and would you perhaps know if there is a Catholic Priest in Great Salt Lake City?”

      “No, I don’t believe there is, I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you…and thank you for more than just the ring. “

      She smiled at him as he bowed and turned to go. Did all men searching for a ring feel like this? From the responses of the man in the mercantile and the haberdashery assistant, probably so.

      He felt different. He wasn’t sure how, but suddenly it grabbed him. He finally knew what it was.

      It was hope.

      Maybe Aleksandra could be trusted, even if he had taught himself to believe no woman could be. Maybe he could go past his fear, his disbelief in others. Not everyone would abuse him as his father had. Many others in his life hadn’t. Perhaps it was time for him to trust a little. He felt the familiar fear again, the clutching at his heart, but for the first time, he held the clutching hand in his…and the panic eased.

      Trust.

      He needed to try. He had to give her this much.

      Feeling like a new day was dawning, he breathed it in. He laughed, and nearly skipped down the boardwalk to get back to her sooner, instead of walking like an adult. How would he keep Aleksandra’s gift, wrapped in its colored paper and ribbons, a secret for days, when he wanted to rush to her and place it upon her finger on bended knee?

      He closed his eyes and stifled a laugh, thinking of the wedding vows to come…love, honor and obey. Obey? Aleksandra?
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      The horses trotted through the rolling hills west of Great Salt Lake and onto the level plains again. Aleksandra and Xavier kept a close eye out ahead and behind. Johnny hadn’t heard of any Indian trouble this far east. It had eased Aleksandra’s mind that Fish Springs station was untouched, “last time a rider went through there, anyway,” he’d added as an aside.

      Travelers Rest and Rockwell’s passed without incident and ahead, the low roof of Joe’s dugout showed on the horizon.

      “Haloo, Joe!” Xavier called out, not wishing to become afternoon target practice. A rifle muzzle, followed by Joe’s head, appeared as he climbed out of the dugout.

      “Oh, it’s Xavier, and Aleks! Aleks? Where did that hair come from? Are you…”

      “Yes, I’m a girl, sorry, and it’s Aleksandra,” she said.

      “So you’ve been a girl all along?” The look on Joe’s face was priceless, and they all enjoyed the laugh. As they left the station after watering for the horses, though, Aleksandra’s glossy hair glinting gold in the sun made Xavier reconsider.
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      “Xavier! Welcome home,” the sentry posted at the outskirts of Camp Floyd called out, a few hours later. “Do we finally get you back from Fish Springs?”

      “Sorry, Jason, nothin’ doin’. We’re on the way back now, just passin’ through,” Xavier drawled.

      “Miss.” He nodded his head to Aleksandra, then his brow scrunched up as he stared at her in silence.

      “Good day to you, sir,” Aleksandra said, in her girl’s voice as they passed, then sat frozen, holding her breath.

      “What’s the matter?” Xavier looked sideways at her.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the private two hundred yards behind them and erupted in a flood of giggles.

      He stared at her.

      “He was one of the boys in the group that took Aleks-the-Express-rider boy to the saloon last time I was here—when I was beat up. He looked like he nearly recognized me, but not quite. It wouldn’t do to be recognized.” She sobered and they were both silent for a long moment.

      “Aleks, it might be a good idea to keep your hair under a hat. I know you’re in buckskins, but we don’t know who we might run into, and you might be too tempting for some highwayman.”

      She frowned, but while they rode, she quickly braided her hair into a thick rope and coiled it up beneath her grubby ten-gallon hat.

      “I wonder how the louts are that you cut with the broken glass?” Xavier said, his brows nearly touching.

      “Let’s not find out, and say we did?” She raised a brow at him.

      “I’d like to see Desiree and thank her.”

      Aleksandra smiled. “Me too.” The saloon girl had probably saved her life when she’d run out of the saloon, the entire room full of drunken men in pursuit. Desiree sheltered her and they’d shared stories and comfort—for the first time since her father had died. She owed her more than a simple thanks.

      “We’ve not seen any Indians since we left Traveler’s Rest,” Xavier said, as he scanned the horizon.

      “I wonder if the attacks will continue?”

      “I don’t know.” Xavier thought for a moment, then continued. “It might be a good idea to see if any troops are heading west that we could join. We’re not riding fast Express ponies.”

      Topping a rise just before the fort, they came upon a medium sized wagon train camped beside the trail, its Conestoga wagons parked in a defensive circle. Grazing on a long picket line just outside it, their horses stood to attention and called out to Rogan and Charro. The bullocks staked further out never even raised their heads from the sparse grass. Faded women in even more faded calico dresses and sunbonnets tended a group of children who quietly wrote on slates or recited their lessons.

      “I wonder how they got across from the East this early?” Xavier glanced across at a group of men standing beside a gig. Their raised voices hushed when they noticed Xavier and Aleksandra on the trail nearing their camp. Two army officers, their bright blue uniforms a sharp contrast to the dull and dusty clothes of the travelers, extricated themselves from the cluster and walked around the circled-up wagons with one of the men.

      “They must’ve left late in the year and overwintered somewhere in the Midwest,” Xavier murmured.

      A man patrolling the perimeter of their camp kept narrowed eyes upon them as they rode past. He gripped his rifle, lips set in a hard line.

      “Aren’t taking any chances, are they?” Aleksandra’s brows raised. “And they’re not even a minute from Camp Floyd.”

      “A man could barely squeeze in between those circled-up wagons. They look pretty worried.” He shook his head and they continued into town.

      Aleksandra kneed Rogan closer to Charro as the buildings crowded closer on both sides of the road. She removed her ten-gallon hat, tying it behind her saddle.

      “What are you doing, woman?”

      “Last time I was here, that hat got me into a heap of trouble. The big towhead who attacked me in the saloon, or someone else, might remember it. I’d rather that didn’t happen.” She bit her lip as she glanced around the busy streets.

      “Despite the buckskins, with that hair, no one could mistake you for the grubby urchin in there,” he nodded his head at the shiny gold-lettered sign outside the saloon as they passed, “not so long ago.”

      She looked at him from beneath her brows as their horses walked side by side.

      “Keep an eye out for men resembling big, blond locomotives.”

      “Why don’t you go see Desiree while I find out if any detachments are heading West? Are you OK on your own?”

      She glared at him, then softened when he took her hand and squeezed it. “I’ll be fine. I’m just not used to being looked after,” she said, the ends of her lips finally turning up. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      The US Army encampment was a flurry of activity, with blue-coated men scurrying past and rowed-up tents in every direction. The thunder of hooves and shouts of drilling men carried from the practice field beyond. Only the smell of cooking fires lent the scene a touch of homeliness.

      Xavier finally found the commander’s tent. Raised, angry voices carried from behind the dropped front flaps.

      “You can’t expect me to be a nursemaid to every snotty-nosed Easterner looking for the land of milk and honey,” a gruff voice growled.

      “But we need protection,” a man with a high pitched Boston accent said. “We have women and children with us. We’ve paid our taxes to the U.S. Government, and we expect to be looked after. Besides, this letter,” paper rustled from inside the commander’s domain, “says the United States Army will take care of us as we cross the territories, to the best of their ability.”

      “Where did you get this?” the deeper voice queried.

      “My cousin is the Governor of Kansas State. He said you would help us.”

      “Governor, eh?” He was silent for a moment. “I’ll see what we can do to assist,” he said on a long exhale.

      “That’s it, then, is it?” the Easterner said brightly.

      “I’ll see what we can do and get back to you shortly.”

      A man, dressed in civilian clothes, exited the tent and walked with a jaunty stride towards town, a smarmy grin on his face. He never looked at Xavier as he walked right past. Xavier shook his head. This couldn’t be a good time to ask the commander for anything.

      You don’t ask, you don’t get.

      Xavier took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment, then tapped on the canvas. “Excuse me, General, sir, are you available to speak for a moment?” Xavier called out in the direction of the tent flap.

      “Enter,” he shouted, his booming voice anything but welcoming.

      “Good afternoon, sir, Brigadier General Johnston,” Xavier said as he ducked beneath the tent flap and hurried on. “I won’t take much of your time. I’m Xavier Argüello and I used to be the Express station manager here. My fiancée and I are returning to Fish Springs, and I wondered if there are there any troops heading that way we can join?”

      The general held out his hand. “Johnston is quite sufficient. I don’t believe we’ve met, Mr. Argüello, but I’ve seen you about town. If you’d spoken with me a quarter of an hour ago, I’d have said no, but it appears,” he pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath, “the wagon train out there will be getting an escort, so you could probably tag along with my men.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I don’t imagine,” a grin broke through the man’s visage and his eyes brightened, “you’ll be going quite the pace you’re used to, but at least there’ll be protection for you both.” He waved Xavier toward a camp chair as he took a seat behind his table, piled high with rolls of missives and his writing implements. “Take a seat, man. Drink?” he said, pouring two glasses of water from a jug beside his feet. “So who’s the lucky girl?”

      “Someone I met back at Weber.” Xavier looked down at his toe, digging a hole in the dirt floor of the tent.

      “Congratulations. I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.” He sighed. “I’m glad you stopped by, gave me a chance to settle down a little.”

      “I appreciate your consideration, sir.” Xavier stood and held out his hand. “Thank you for the drink, I must be off.”

      “And I must organize a small unit to…” he stopped, then continued beneath his breath, “…mollycoddle those blasted settlers. Governor’s cousin, indeed…” The commander scowled at the ground, silent for a moment.

      “When are we to leave?” Xavier’s voice sounded loud in the silence.

      “I expect they want to leave as soon as possible, so most likely at first light.”

      “Suits us. We’ll be there.”

      “You should have time for a sleep-in, then, before they get going. They don’t move very fast, with their entire life packed into those wagons.”

      “We can take our time, for once, then.”

      “And,” the general continued, his voice dropping low, “prepare yourselves for a long trip. For the most part, the men of the land have stayed East—and few of them understand their conveyances require maintenance.”

      Xavier’s brows shot up. “We’re talking wheel and axle disasters?”

      Johnston grunted.

      “This should be an…interesting trip, sir,” Xavier said, with a smirk. “Call out if I can help. Growing up ranching might come in handy after all.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Aleksandra tied Rogan before a general mercantile and walked back toward the saloon. Peering from the corners of her eyes at the double doors of the saloon, she gave it a wide berth and walked down the far side of the road. She crossed the street and headed for one of the doors set into the wall of the same building, then took a deep breath and knocked, hoping Desiree was alone.

      “Just one moment, who’s there?” Desiree said, through the door.

      “It’s Aleksandra. Xavier and I are passing through and I wanted to come by and say hello.”

      “Aleksandra, please come in!”

      The door flew open and a petite brunette, her hair curling down past her waist, reached out a hand and drew her into the room. Glancing both ways outside the door, she pulled the door to and latched it, then spun to face her.

      “I’m sorry, my hands are all wet.” She glanced at the freshly washed dishes on the sideboard. “What brings you back to Camp Floyd? I was sure you wouldn’t be…” She stopped, her mouth dropped open as she gripped Aleksandra by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length “You’re traveling as a woman!”

      “I am now. I no longer need to hide, and can be myself. It’s a relief,” Aleksandra said, with a sigh. “Riding for the Pony was an answer to a dream, but it became a nightmare in the end. I’m thankful everything has sorted itself, but I came here to thank you again, and to see how you are.”

      “I’m fine, actually,” she said, in a surprised tone, then her voice dropped to a whisper. “Can you keep a secret?”

      “Of course,” Aleksandra replied, sotto voce in return, intrigued.

      “There’s a wagon train just north of town, you’ll have seen it, I expect?”

      Aleksandra nodded.

      “I’ve met a man there. He lost his wife while they overwintered on the prairie. He has three young children to care for, and he’s asked me to come along to mother them.” She looked at the floor for a moment, then lifted her face back up to Aleksandra’s.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful, Desiree!”

      “I’m sure, knowing how he met me, with my profession, there’ll probably be more to it then just caring for the children,” she flushed prettily, “but one man after many would be a blessing.”

      “Does he know about your condition?” Aleksandra had to ask.

      “Yes, and he still wants me to come. I suspect that was what his first wife died of, by something he mentioned. He didn’t think I’m any more likely to die on him than anybody else, pioneering, anyway. He seems a kind man, and it has to be better than what I have here.” She looked around the room with raised eyebrows and took a deep breath.

      “I’m so pleased for you, Desiree, and I’m sure Xavier will be as well.”

      “You’re traveling with Xavier?” Her head shot up.

      “Yes, he’s asked me to marry him and we’re on our way to Fish Springs. The Pony Express is on hold between Carson and Diamond Springs, so no work.”

      “I’d heard about the Indian attacks and the closure, but didn’t the Pony keep running when there were attacks before?” Her forehead wrinkled.

      “I guess they didn’t put out the details. You want the truth?”

      She nodded.

      “There aren’t any stations left standing along that whole stretch—no stock, no ponies, and no station keepers.”

      “But that’s…that’s…”

      “Just so. Plenty of dead men and stock, and no ponies left there.”

      “ All those men… and…” She stared at Aleksandra blankly, then shook her head and took a deep breath. “So, what are you going to do next?”

      “We’re heading for Virginia City for a while. We’ll wait to see what happens with the Pony.”

      “Will you be traveling with the wagon train?”

      “Xavier has just gone to ask if—”

      A loud knock sounded and Desiree jumped. They swung toward the door and Desiree’s face blanched. Aleksandra touched her arm to steady her.

      “Aleksandra, are you in there?”

      “It’s just Xavier.” Aleksandra let out her breath as Desiree rushed to lift the latch.

      “Xavier, so nice to see you again,” she said, with delight. She took his hands in hers, her knuckles white.

      “It’s good to see you, Desiree, how have you been?” He smiled down at her.

      “I’ve been well,” she said loudly, then closed the door, dropping the latch and pulling in the latch-string. With a glint in her eyes, she lowered her voice so she was barely audible and told him her news.

      “The answer to your prayers,” he whispered. “That’s wonderful. Even better,” he winked at Aleksandra, “we’ll be traveling with your party. The sergeant I just spoke with is arranging an escort for the train.”

      Desiree’s eyes glinted, then she bit her lip. “It might be tricky. The saloon owner won’t be best pleased about my leaving.”

      “You’re not telling him you’re leaving?”

      “You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

      “Will you have any trouble getting way?” Aleksandra frowned.

      “I don’t think so. He sleeps late in the morning and the wagon train leaves at first light. We should be well away before he discovers I’m gone.”

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Aleksandra whispered, wincing. A man on a horse could catch up to a wagon train in no time.

      “Maybe just hide me, if he should come looking.”

      Xavier and Aleksandra both nodded.

      “I don’t think I’m worth that much to him,” she said, with a shake of her head. “He probably won’t bother sending anyone after me.”

      “It’s not likely he’ll give up so easily,” Aleksandra said. “You’re probably worth a fortune to him.”

      “Do you owe him money?” Xavier raised a brow at her.

      “Not a thing, and he doesn’t own me…” Desiree’s voice trailed off.

      “What?” Aleksandra frowned at the terrified look on her face.

      “He’s hurt those who tried to leave before.” She stared at the floor. “It wasn’t…pretty. He’s vicious.”

      “Desiree…” Aleksandra gripped her hands and looked at Xavier from the corners of her eyes.

      “But leaving a few of these dresses behind should appease him a bit.” She lifted her head and set her jaw. Taking a deep breath, she plucked at one of the stained scarlet satin gowns hanging over a chair. “He’ll have them to put on the other girls.”

      “You have some more plain dresses to take, I hope?” Aleksandra asked with a crooked grin.

      “I have two calicos and a warm cape, so I should be should be well started,” she said. “My new employer still has his wife’s clothes and she was a trifle bigger than me, so I should be able to wear them.”

      “I can help you fit them in camp,” Aleksandra whispered.

      “Thank you. I look forward to spending time with you.” She glanced from one to the other.

      “I can’t wait.” Aleksandra said. “We’d better get out of your way. I’m sure you have things to do.”

      “Yes.” She stared around the room. “I need to pack, though it mustn’t appear as if I’ve done so, and there’s not much time left before men start heading to the saloon.” She gritted her teeth. “I won’t have any time to myself after that until nearly dawn,” she said softly, with a wan smile. “But that will soon be over.”

      “Is there anything you’d like us to take to the train for you?”

      “Oh, could you? Would you please take this for me?” She pulled a small canvas bag from under the bed and handed it to Aleksandra. “Special mementoes and the money I’ve saved up,” she hesitated, “in case something goes wrong.”

      “Nothing will go wrong. If you don’t show up tomorrow morning, we’ll return and demand your release,” Xavier growled. “We can make up some story. If I have to say you’re my wife, go along with it. Whatever we have to do will be done.”

      “Such friends as you…” Desiree shook her head and turned to hide the tears that filled her eyes.

      Aleksandra and Xavier exchanged a glance as the brunette threaded the whipcord back through the door and lifted the latch to show them out.

      “Goodbye for now,” Aleksandra said.

      “It was lovely seeing you both. I hope to see you again someday!” she called loudly as she waved them out the door.

      “Hasta luego.” Xavier tipped his hat to her and she closed the door with a smile.

      “Rogan is at the mercantile,” Aleksandra said, taking his hand in a firm grip.

      “So Charro told me, as we passed.” He smirked. “I left him beside him. Seemed the wisest thing to do.”

      “We need food for the trip.” She shook her head. “I forgot about it in Great Salt Lake.”

      “We had other things on our mind.” He smiled and led her down the muddy road. “The Express station keeper invited us to eat with him before we leave.”

      “Such memories…your first station.”

      He cocked a brow at her. “The office where you and I really first began.”

      The place where he’d stopped her from nearly making a dreadful mistake, and then acceded to her request to become a Pony Express rider. It seemed forever ago, although it was only two months.

      They purchased dry-goods, then collected the horses, stowing Desiree’s sack in Charro’s saddlebags. At the army camp, they stopped at a row of barrack tents to find the leader of the troop accompanying the wagon train. A private pointed out a tent, and the horses picked their way between tent tie-downs to the pavilion on the far side of the encampment.

      “Captain Moore?”

      At his nod, Xavier introduced himself and Aleksandra. “Thank you for allowing us to accompany you,” he added. “We’ll be ready to join you at dawn.”

      “Happy to have you along. An extra sharpshooter or two is always welcome,” he said, glancing it the rifle holsters slung across both stallions’ shoulders. “A hunting party will leave the train at midday, if you’d both like to join it?”

      Xavier looked at her, brows raised. “I’d go along. Aleks?”

      “I’ll stay behind and talk with Desiree, but you go on.

      “You’re sure?” he asked.

      She grinned and dropped her hand to the hilt of her shashka. “We’re sure.”

      He shook his head. “Yes sir, I’d be happy to do my part. Until tomorrow, then?” Xavier touched the brim of his hat and they rode back to the Express station.

      “I can’t say I feel comfortable heading into Camp Floyd, anymore,” she said, thinking about their last, surreptitious, exit from town. While she escaped the saloon brawl with only bruises and grazes, her opponents met the sharp end of her broken glass, and she wasn’t keen to wait around to see if they would press charges against the ‘boy’ Pony Express rider she’d appeared to be at the time.
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      “Oh, no.” Aleksandra froze, and Rogan danced sideways beneath her, ears back.

      “What?” Desiree said, from her seat on the wagon box.

      “I can’t find my surgical kit.” She made her body relax, and the colt sighed and walked on. “I took it out of my saddlebags last night to sharpen the scalpel blades…and left it behind.”

      “Do you need it?

      “Only if I want to do some surgery,” she said, through gritted teeth, and shook her head. “I’m going back to get it.”

      “Alone?”

      At the look of horror on Desiree’s face, Aleksandra smiled, but then she remembered the girl’s previous boss. “I’ll speak with the commander, you’ll be all right.”

      She didn’t look convinced. “It’s you I’m worried about.”

      “I’ll see if Xavier will come,” she called over her shoulder as she rode toward the front of the train.

      Captain Moore shook his head. “Sorry, Aleks, the men headed off early for their hunt. Xavier was showing them a place he knew…”

      Aleksandra took a deep breath and held it.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “I left something at Floyd. I came to tell him I was going back to pick it up.”

      “Alone?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Desiree just said that. I’m the daughter of a trapper. I’ve spent most of my life alone out here.”

      “I don’t doubt for a moment you’re capable of it,” he lifted a brow, “but I’ve a small troop of men headed that way in a few minutes.” He glanced at her sword and gave her a wry grin. “They’ll appreciate the protection, and I’m sure Xavier would appreciate the fact you were with a troop of soldiers.”

      She dropped her eyes, and couldn’t keep the corners of her mouth from lifting a little. “Yes, thank you. Xavier would have my hide if he knew I’d been offered an escort and not taken it.”

      “They’ll find you at your friend’s wagon on their way past?”

      “Yes, please. Oh, and about that…” she said, “Can you keep a secret sir?”

      “Of course.”

      “Can you please keep an eye out for my friend, Desiree? There may be a man who comes from Floyd to try to claim her, but he’s only her old employer, from the saloon. She owes him nothing, but he may insist. Feel free to say she’s Xavier’s wife, if you need to.”

      His brows shot up as high as they could go. “Of course. I’ll watch out for both of them.”

      “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your confidence. Desiree would hate the exposure of her past life on this train.”

      “Any time, madame. You have my word.” He tipped his hat and she spun Rogan back toward Desiree’s wagon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “In truth, I was annoyed to have an escort foisted upon me today, gentlemen, but you’ve all been rather entertaining,” Aleksandra said, as she slid from Rogan’s back outside the Camp Floyd Express station.

      “We appreciate the opportunity to spend an hour in the captivating presence of a lady such as yourself, Miss Lekarski,” said one of the soldiers.

      One of the older soldiers closed his eyes and shook his head “You are appreciated, even if you are affianced, Miss Lekarski.” He glared at the flirt. “Our apologies, madame. You’ll have to excuse him, there’s a shortage of women in camp,” he said, with a twist of his lips. The rest of the men nodded with enthusiasm.

      Aleksandra bit her lips together to keep from laughing.

      “We’ll meet you here in three or four hours for our return trip,” said the first man, a swarthy blond man with relatively clean hair.

      “That long?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. I should have said.”

      “I’ll just trot back on my own, then, but thank you, anyway.”

      “Are you sure that’s…the best thing to do?” He hesitated. “My captain—”

      “—your captain is very kind, but it’s not necessary. Thank you for your concern.”

      The blond’s brows lowered, but he took a deep breath and saluted her. “I’ll see you back at camp this evening, then, madame. Please…be careful?”

      Aleksandra laughed at his tone, then sobered. “I’ll be fine. See you then.” She waved them off and went inside, holding the end of Rogan’s reins.

      The kit was where she’d left it, but no one was at the station. She scribbled a quick thank you note to the keeper on his blotter pad and headed toward the shortcut through the trees she and Xavier took last month when they left, or rather snuck, out of town. Rogan shook his head and Aleksandra let him rock into a gallop across the open plain as soon as they were out of town, but she slowed him to a trot when they entered the trees heading up the little canyon.

      She drew in the clean, fresh smell of water and willow and reached forward to pat Rogan. “We’ll stop for a munch of willow, eh boy? Would you like—”

      The horse’s head shot up and he stopped in his tracks at the sound of a man swearing blue murder ahead of them.

      Aleksandra peered through the trees at a burly man, mounted on a chestnut horse, following the same trail. It stumbled and he jerked its head, then it stumbled again over the exposed roots crossing its path. The horse swerved to avoid the hand he swung at its head, and he swore some more.

      She growled in her throat and gritted her teeth to stop herself from calling him to task. People like that deserved to walk—without a horse.

      Soon the man was clear of the trees and the ground levelled out before him. Aleksandra kept a safe distance, but when she and Rogan exited the glade, the man’s horse threw up its head and whinnied, then spun on its hind legs and tried to bolt back towards Aleksandra.

      “Who’s there?” he barked.

      It was the saloon owner. He had a face you’d remember, even if you’d only seen him once.

      Aleksandra scrambled for a name, as she rode closer. “Mrs. Parkes,” she called out. “I’m with the wagon train. I forgot something at Camp Floyd.”

      His face glowed like a just-cooked lobster and the anger still boiled off him. “Wagon train, eh?” he muttered, his free hand gripping a large coil of rope slung around the saddle horn before him. “I’m off to get my…wife. I can’t find her. She must’ve run off with someone on the train.”

      “Really? Oh no, imagine that,” Aleksandra said, moving the hem of her buckskin shirt aside to free her shashka grip.

      “Are you from Camp Floyd?” he said, eyeing her sideways.

      “Oh no, we’ve just come from the East.”

      He peeked at her again, scrutinizing her from head to hip. His brows narrowed. “You look familiar. I may have my shortcomings, but I never forget a face.”

      “I can’t imagine where we might have met, maybe at church in Illinois?” Aleksandra’s face grew hot. Lying was not her forte. “That’s a nice chestnut you’re riding.”

      “I have a saloon in Camp Floyd.” He frowned. “You haven’t been there?”

      “Saloon?” She blinked. “Surely not. My husband wouldn’t approve, I’m sorry to say.” She smiled at him and gulped as she remembered her hat. She’d been so wild at the man’s treatment of his horse that she’d forgotten. When he turned away from her, she slid it from her head and fumbled to crumple it beneath her. She prayed he wouldn’t notice it was the same hat the ‘boy’ who visited his establishment only a month ago had worn.

      She looked up to find him watching her.

      “Ahhh…” He nodded once, and his eyes gleamed. “Now I remember you.”

      “I’m sure we haven’t met.” Aleksandra shook her head.

      “You’re the boy…or whatever you are…” his eyes narrowed at her chest, then shot daggers from beneath bushy brows. “You didn’t have tits then, but like I said, I never forget a face.”

      “I’m sure you’re mistaken,” Aleksandra said, backing Rogan away from him.

      “You cut my best customer, with a broken glass.” He kicked his horse toward her. Rogan sidled away and bolted at Aleksandra’s urging, but the chestnut came fast after them.

      What is closer? The fort or the train? It would have to be Camp Floyd.

      She turned hard and her pursuer followed, back toward the trees. At the very least, Rogan could make up time through the trees. She glanced over her shoulder and her blood chilled. His horse was faster than it looked. The trees loomed closer, but he’d be onto her before she reached them. She had to do something else. She bit her lip and rode.

      But what?
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      Dzhigitovka.

      Aleksandra had never performed the Cossack military moves on Rogan, and neither had anyone else. She’d have to trust in Papa’s good basic training of the young stallion to track straight and pray he didn’t toss her into the next century. She urged him to gallop straight for the willows, then glanced back.

      The saloon keeper was nearly upon them, his great ham fist grasping at the empty air behind her. She’d have to risk it.

      Biting her lip, she took the chance he offered, praying they didn’t find a badger hole. She slipped a split rein beneath her horse’s neck to the right and twisted one foot into a stirrup leather, then let the man come a little closer, staying just far enough ahead that he couldn’t reach Rogan’s reins. Her bet paid off and he lunged, throwing his body toward her. As he began his leap, she dropped into a Cossack Hang, low to Rogan’s right side. Her attacker overbalanced and scrabbled for a hold on the cantle of her saddle.

      “Yah, yah!” she called to Rogan, and the horse turned on a rush of blistering speed.

      The saloon keeper disappeared. Five more strides and she flicked herself back into the saddle.

      The clink of metal on stone rang out and she turned back to see him crumpled on the ground. Aleksandra pulled Rogan to a bouncing halt, then saw the gun, its blue-black body glinting dully against a rock.

      Everything in her screamed to keep going, but she needed to stop him. She couldn’t let him take her friend. Desiree saved her life, and it was time to return the favor—she owed her that, at least.

      The man sat up, rubbing the dirt from his eyes and cursing, then reached behind him for his pistol. His face contorted when his hands found the empty holster, and he scrabbled around on the ground beside him, searching, then froze as he caught sight of it, a short distance away.

      She had to get the gun before he did. Glancing down at the hang loop always attached to her and her papa’s saddle cinch rings, she sent thanks to her papa in heaven as she shoved her right boot into it and twisted her body around so that her toe pointed upward, then kicked Rogan toward the gun. Dropping her reins, she turned in the saddle and tucked her left knee up, then kicked her left leg over her head as she lay backward and hung head-down from her right leg off Rogan’s side in a Cossack Death Drag, fingers reaching for the ground. She’d learned dzhigitovka on her well-trained, but smaller Mustang, so it was a stretch to reach the ground. Rogan swerved as she grabbed for the gun, and her fingertips just grazed its grip. Flicking herself back up, she pulled the horse to a sliding halt, then spun him around and tried again. The saloon keeper was moving toward the gun, and Rogan headed straight for him as she dropped down into the Drag again.

      Aleksandra’s heart lurched as the cool grip of the pistol slid into her fingers and she pulled herself back into the saddle. Rogan screamed to a halt, shaking his head. A glance forward showed the man gripping and dragging on the cheekpiece of the young stallion’s bridle.

      Rogan really hated that.

      He reared and struck with both forelegs. She trained the gun on him, but the man let go and slumped to the ground. Aleksandra gritted her teeth as Rogan rose higher and higher. He’d never fallen over backwards before, but he was more excited than he’d ever been, so all bets were off.

      Afraid she’d end up beneath him, she stepped off as he rose still higher and drew her shashka. Rogan shook his head again and landed back on solid ground beside her with a thud of his huge hooves.

      She froze for a moment, considering. She hadn’t a chance in hell of tying the saloon owner up without help, unless she shot him first.

      Tempting…

      Her lips turned up, then dropped into a frown. The burly saloon keeper would have no difficulty relieving her of the weapon, so better it was out of the picture altogether. With a glance at the man’s still form on the ground, she flung the gun as far as she could into the willows. It landed with a satisfying splash in the distant creek. The man jerked at the sound, then sat up slowly, holding his ribs and scowling.

      She didn’t want to risk Rogan to the possibility that the man carried another pistol, so she gave him a shove and he trotted a short distance away to browse on the willows, keeping a wary eye on the sitting man. The chestnut followed Rogan and joined him in the feast.

      Papa hadn’t taught her to fight with a shashka for nothing. Vladimir’s training had brought her up to speed and she was ready. She eyed the saloon keeper while she stuffed her long braid down the back of her shirt.

      Sunlight glinted off the Cossack sword as she held it toward him.

      He looked up and glanced at it in derision.

      “What’s that, a play sword?”

      She gritted her teeth and waited. He would learn how it felt to play with it.

      “Come here, girl. We can do this the hard way or the easy way.” He wiped his glistening forehead with his sleeve and stood up. “You come back and turn yourself in for attacking my friend and it’ll go easy on you. Make it hard and you’ll end up the worse for wear.”

      “I’ve seen how well you treat women.”

      He went on like he hadn’t heard her. “No one will believe your story. You’re just another girl on the make.” He moved toward her. “Come over here and play with me with your little sword.”

      He was no slouch fighter, though she had a blade. They lunged and feinted. He swung for her with open hands, as she dodged and parried. Grateful her hair was tucked away, she managed to keep out of his way, just, with the help of her shashka.

      If only I could immobilize him, but how?

      “I’m my own bouncer…I toss drunken…men around my…establishment…every day.” He was panting now, his movements not as fast, but then again, neither were hers. “Every day…for years. Do you…think you can…” puff, puff “evade me…” puff, puff “for long?”

      She kept her face emotionless, and said not a word.

      “And I’ve killed many of them…let’s see, there’s Joseph, Sarah…”

      What kind of a man was this?

      She stopped listening as he rattled off names of men and a woman he’d killed, dragging her attention from his words back to his actions.

      “What kind of sword is that, a little girl’s one?” he taunted.

      She couldn’t resist. “A sharp one,” she said, and slashed at his groping hand. She had no idea what to do with him. A sharp sword made it difficult to stop a person without killing him.

      They circled, again and again. She had many opportunities to kill him, but she only wanted to detain him for a few days.

      He babbled while they fought, spinning, whirling. She took the slashes she dared, making the occasional contacts, trying just to dissuade, not kill. Blood soaked his shirt in patches where she’d made contact. If only he’d give up and go home.

      “Maybe I won’t go after Des—my wife…” he puffed. “What a hellcat you are. You’re worth more than three of her. Imagine what you’d make upstairs at the saloon for me. I don’t need that wife after all.”

      She gulped as her heart froze in her chest. Papa’s words came back to her:

      ‘Never get excited in battle. Keep your heart slow and your brain will keep you alive.’

      She breathed, and focused.

      “You’ll soon learn who your boss is.” His leer was pure evil.

      She tried to focus, but fear slipped in. She needed to end this. He was a huge man, with a long reach. Her wrist was not yet healed from her fight with Vladimir, and she was beginning to feel it.

      She had to risk getting in close and dropping him…but could she do it?
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