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        UTAH TERRITORY, 1860. Alone. Aleksandra has spent her whole life training for the inevitable. So when a brutal Cossack tracks down and kills her father, she knows what she must do. Now orphaned, she flees, disguised as a Pony Express rider, in an attempt to keep her pa's killer from discovering their family's secret.

      

        

      
        Xavier has kept the world, especially women, at arms-length since he ran from his troubles as heir to his Californio rancho family. As a Pony Express Station Keeper, having a girl riding the Pony out of his station wasn't ever part of his plans... but somehow it happened, blackmail being what it is. Curiously, he didn't want to let this one out of his sight.

      

        

      
        They begin to let each other into their hearts, but the cards are stacking against them as the minutes tick by and Aleks rides full speed into the Indian Paiute War. Can they learn to trust in time to escape the Indians, evade the killer, and save both their love and Aleksandra's family legacy?
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      April 1860, Echo Canyon, Utah Territory, U.S.A.

      She smelled blood.

      Its metallic tang assailed her senses before it was overshadowed by the stench of death. Stepping back to scan the sheer wall of the bluff rising before her, her breath caught in her throat and a sob escaped.

      Finally, she'd found him.

      A scuffed black boot and fur coat showed through the snow, his body wedged into the bottom of a crevice three feet above her head. She looked up to the top of the cliff, from which he must have fallen, but saw no one.

      Finding handholds where there were none, Aleksandra Lekarski scrambled up the wall as her heart constricted in her chest. She tugged her father's cold, stiff body free and down onto level ground, giving thanks he'd been out of reach of the wolves whose tracks abounded in the snow where she now stood. Her world blurred as she dropped to her knees and cradled his lifeless head in her lap, rocking him. Ceaseless tears flowed down her doeskin tunic.

      With a numbing pain in her mind, she ran shaking hands over him, seeking answers. What could have made an experienced trapper like Krzysztof Lekarski fall off a bluff and succumb to a death more suited to a greenhorn?

      This couldn't really be happening.

      Just seven days ago, he'd kissed her goodbye with glowing eyes.

      'Keep the fire going in the smokehouse this time, will you, Aleks?'

      'Of course, Papa, my promise. Be back soon, I'll miss you.'

      'I'll return before you've missed me, then we'll go sell last winter's furs at the trading post.'

      We'll never go to town together again.

      Aleksandra sat back on her heels and gripped her swimming head in her hands, fingers pulling her hair until it hurt, then whimpered and returned her attention to her papa.

      She shrank from what was left of his eyes… and was glad he'd been in the narrow gap, too small for large predators. Beetles had been there, or some rodent, maybe even a hawk. The scent of decay was a sharp contrast to the clean bite of fresh snow. Trying not to breathe through her nose, she swallowed hard, stomach rolling.

      Aleksandra's hands froze as hard-crusted blood met her fingertips. Her heart stopped altogether at the sight of the inch-long, bloodied cut in his buckskin jerkin, repeating into his chest wall. She turned him over. A laceration of the same size exited the soft leather covering his back.

      Papa hadn't simply fallen off the bluff. Nothing but a sword made such a wound.

      Aleksandra’s ears began to ring, her world narrowing to a small gap, as she fought the rising panic.

      It couldn't be…Vladimir couldn't have found us. Not over two decades, two continents and the Atlantic Ocean.

      The ground swayed as she hunched over her father's still form. Squeezing her eyes shut to stop the motion, she recalled the words Papa had endlessly repeated, so she would always remember:

      'He will seek us out. Vladimir will come for the secret and we must be prepared to keep it from him—at all costs—always.'

      But what a cost.

      Despite her entire being screaming to fall apart for the loss of her only remaining family, years of Papa's training to protect their secret stopped her in her tracks. Struggling to draw air into her lungs, she looked around the bottom of the cliff. Her clearing vision now showed more wolf sign: scrapings on the wall below his body and white snow darkened by blood beside stinking yellow patches.

      Leaving his body here, knowing the scavengers would return, would be the hardest thing she'd ever done—but Aleksandra knew what her papa would have required of her.

      Heart sinking, she slumped to the forest floor beside him and took a deep breath of the wind whistling cold up the valley. Closing her eyes, she touched her lips to the top of his head. With shaking hands and tears flowing anew, Aleksandra lifted the leather thong of the beaded Shoshone medicine bag from about his neck and pulled the signet ring from his finger. Kissing her papa once more, she covered him with dead leaves and snow, beseeching the forest spirits to care for him with love, if she couldn’t return.

      She rose and turned to leave, but through the brain-fogging misery, she remembered to check for the tools of Papa's trade. The trapper's sword scabbard was empty and his rifle missing. The firearm was nearby, half covered by a snowy branch, but even after searching for precious minutes, his shashka was nowhere to be found. With a twinge of regret, she gave up seeking her father’s Cossack sword. She shouldered the rifle and stared back at the man she loved beyond life, her heart in a vise, with a promise and a prayer for his soul. Tears dried cold and tight on her face as she stood gazing past the putrefying corpse to the heart of her papa. She returned once more to brush back the frozen leaves and kiss him goodbye.

      Her eyes scanned the aspen glade in the brilliant morning light. No one watched. With the silence and speed of the kwahaten, the antelope, her name with the Shoshone people who had welcomed her family into their own, she ran for her pony.

      'It's you and me now, Dzień,' she choked out as she untied him and slung the rifle on her back. Vaulting on as he struck off into a lope, they flew back toward the cabin, the Indian pony seeming to sense the urgency and single-mindedness of his mistress. Slowing him to a stealthy walk as they neared the cabin, she slid from Dzień's back, signaling him to wait. She crept closer to the cabin. Before its open door, papers lay scattered beneath a light dusting of snow, fluttering in the chill breeze. The open barn doors slowly swung back and forth.

      By now Papa's stallion should have been tearing up the stable and his field, but Rogan was gone. She waited, straining every muscle for any sound, but only silence met her ears, save the creaking hinges. She tiptoed around the perimeter of the yard in soft deerskin moccasins, keeping to the tree shadows as she'd done with her Shoshone friends in play. Hidden in shadow, Aleksandra stole to the window at the back of the cabin and peered in.

      Her breath caught at the destruction. An intruder had turned the cabin upside down and must have set-to the place with a sword. The white softness of sliced feather-tick mattresses covered every surface and bedclothes were ribboned and strewn over the floorboards, but there was no movement. She eased the door open and slid inside, hand on the hilt of her own shashka.

      The doors of the oak secretary, Krzysztof’s gift to Aleksandra’s mother just before her death two winters ago, lay open. She nearly cried to see its drawers flung helter-skelter and papers scattered.

      Utensils danced amongst broken crockery and cast iron pans. In some dim recess of her mind, she noticed the zakwas and sourdough pots still stood on their shelf behind the cook stove, high above the chaos.

      She broke into a sweat at the sight of the stove lids lying in deep, black grooves in the wooden floor of the cabin. Lids hot enough to burn themselves into the cedar planks meant she'd narrowly missed the visit of the intruder when she left the cabin to find her pa.

      She froze. Nothing of value seemed to be missing. This was only a search. Her heart sank further at the sight of the sun-bleached muslin dress on its peg in the corner by her bed, doubtless informing the unwelcome visitor, by now almost certainly the Russian Vladimir, that someone besides Krzysztof lived here.

      Aleksandra climbed onto the table and peered up into the eaves. Papa's velvet-lined boxes were still in their places. She lifted the lids and nearly smiled, then hopped down and slipped out the door. Skirting the yard again, she noiselessly opened the back door of the barn and peeked in. The summer smell of new hay assailed her nostrils as she entered and surveyed the damage. The trespasser had been busy here too.

      Harnesses and building tools were scattered about the dirt floor, the contents of the feed room and hay pile scattered.

      Well, that accounts for the scent.

      The buckboard wagon and dogcart were still there, but the gate rails of Rogan's loosebox lay where they'd been dropped. The manure in the stall was dry, several days old.

      She glanced around the darkened corners of the barn and the yard outside once more before returning to squeeze her hand into the secret cache behind the colt's feed bin. As her fingers chilled at the touch of the dozen or so frigid glass vials and the box next to it, her lips twisted into a bittersweet smile. For the first time in days, the leaden melancholy lifted from her shoulders, if only a little. Despite the destruction, Vladimir had missed what he came for.

      What now? Aleksandra ruminated, shaking her head, then took a great lungful of air.

      Dzień trotted up at her whistle and she resolutely wiped her tears onto his mane, then hugged him around the neck with the hint of a smile.

      'Papa's secret is safe, Dzień. We can bring him home,' she murmured, pressing her face into his furry neck. Reaching around, he nuzzled her derriere in reply and Aleksandra twisted to kiss him on his white star. She pulled the bedroll and bags from her saddle, then led him to the travois just inside the barn. She adjusted the two long poles, bound together with woven rawhide strips, then covered the widest part of the litter with a buffalo rug. Her papa's conveyance was complete.

      On the long walk back to the bluff, she thought of her father's loving touch, his constant presence in her life, his sweet smile, his twinkling eyes. She would have them no more. Spiraling downward again, the thought of drowning in the emptiness was almost welcome, but she gritted her teeth and mentally shook herself. The focus was now on survival. Aleksandra suspected Vladimir didn't know the exact nature of what he sought, but nonetheless, he would return. She needed to be ready. Better yet, gone.

      Aleksandra didn't fool herself. Her father, a survivor of Austro-Hungarian-occupied Poland, spent countless hours teaching his children self-defense. Unfortunately, Aleksandra’s skills with a shashka were a fraction of those of her papa’s… and even less than those of his own teacher, Vladimir. The Russian was, according to Papa, unsurpassed with the short Russian Cossack sword.

      'You're a good swordsman, Aleks, but your impetuosity gets you into trouble,' Papa always said, shaking his head as he disarmed her, yet again. The last time, he’d added: ‘…whether you're sparring at shashkas or trying to knit for the memory of your mama, God rest her soul, who tried to reconcile you to your femaleness.'

      Aleksandra grinned through her tears. Knitting that always ended up as a wad of uneven and dropped stitches—inevitably thrown in fit of temper onto a set of antlers high upon the sitting room wall.
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      Rounding the bottom of the bluff, Dzień picked up his head and pricked his ears, sniffing the breeze, then headed for the pile of leaves covering Krzysztof. He stopped dead six feet away.

      Aleksandra gave him a pat on the neck and tried to smile, but failed. She left the pony's head to adjust the travois. Breathing deeply through flared nostrils, Dzień stepped towards Krzysztof. He shook his mane, then nuzzled the lifeless body, knocking off the leaves as he checked the man’s full length. Dzień tapped him with a front hoof, then snorted and turned away, showing the whites of his eyes as he stared at the motionless man from the corner of one eye. Aleksandra's gut wrenched.

      Blood pounded in her head as she struggled to drag Krzysztof's six-foot frame onto the makeshift stretcher. Dzień craned his neck around to watch, his muzzle and the skin about his eyes tensed and strained.

      The pony responded to Aleksandra's gentle urging and took Krzysztof home one last time. She would bury him with his beloved wife and sons in their overpopulated graveyard, then determine how to elude Vladimir and survive.

      'Can't protect our secret if you're dead, moje drogie córki.' Papa's words came back to her, in his thickly accented but precise English.

      "My darling daughter." Gulping, she clutched her father's medicine bag and choked back more tears, realizing she'd never hear those words again.

      Her body strung tight as a bowstring, Aleksandra kept a close lookout of the woods around them as they neared home, and their burial ground. Gritting her teeth, she tugged her father from the litter, then begging her papa's forbearance, followed Dzień to the barn and stripped off the travois. In his stall, she slipped the bridle from his head, then rubbed the tired horse down as he relished his oats and tore into last summer's sweet meadow hay. He'd worked hard for five solid days in search of Krzysztof. Halfway through his meal, he threw up his head, looked towards Rogan's stall and whickered softly before shaking his head and returning to his feed. Aleksandra left him to his rest and strode to the house, snow crunching beneath her feet, to assuage her own hunger for food and solace.

      The meat, suet and berry mixture the Indians called pemmican had kept her alive on the trail this past week, but she gave thanks the corn pones were still where she'd left them when she left to find Papa. Dry and stale after five days on the cooling rack, they were ambrosia with maple syrup and sliced kielbasa. Hunger sated, Aleksandra stared with longing at the woodstove, but the thought of lighting a fire in daylight with a killer somewhere near sent a shiver up her spine. Night would fall soon enough. She rubbed her icy hands together until they began to thaw. Taking Pa's rifle, pick and spade, she left to bury him with an aching heart.

      Hacking at the frozen ground, memories of her papa, mama and brothers flooded her mind, but she kept her head down and went on digging.

      There's something I'm forgetting, something important.

      The thought recurred as she added a rough cross to the mounded earth and slumped beside it, tears, sweat and unbound hair flowing over her father's last resting place.

      I'm sorry there are no flowers for you, Papa. They've returned to the earth, too.

      She sat motionless, barely noticing the drifting flakes of snow until her nose and hands were too cold for her to remain.

      Entering the barn to check on Dzień, Aleksandra's mind rolled on, inexorably…water and feed Dzień… take the skins to the trading post soon…

      But for what?

      As long as she could remember, every year's work culminated in a wagon full of exquisitely soft, tanned skins to trade for tools and seed, stock feed, dry goods, fabric, thread for clothes and harness as well as treats for the family. Things were different now.

      No kin.

      She hugged herself tightly, shoulders hunched, as the bands around her heart tightened further. Drawing a ragged breath, she glanced around the barn at the furs on their elevated platform and stopped in her tracks.

      'Oh, my dear Lord, the furs.'

      Covering her face with blistered hands, she rubbed her eyes. Struggling to remember the date, she counted the days while her heart plummeted. The Hudson's Bay Company Agent on his annual purchasing trip would have already left the trading post. If by Providence he'd been delayed, she might still catch him. Running to the house, she shed her filthy buckskins and dragged on her muslin dress, a woolen everyday over that, then her long fur coat. She bolted for the barn, remembering at the last minute to yank her bonnet from its peg.

      'I'm sorry Dzień,' her murmur almost a caress, 'but we need to get to the 'post, now, my darling.'

      Wrinkling his muzzle and tilting his head, he gazed at her as she threw the harness saddle over his back and nimbly did up the bellyband and the crupper. The pony obliged when she offered the bit, though he scrunched up his eyes at her, then looked back at his supper when she led him between the shafts of the hastily-loaded wagon, full of furs and a nosebag of feed for the beleaguered pony.
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      The sound of hoofbeats and creaking wagon wheels brought Xavier Arguello to his feet. He reached for his rifle, braced for an attack. Running feet sounded on the porch and the door flew open, slamming against the wall as a golden haired girl flew into the trading post. She stopped like she'd been shot, then wildly glanced around the room.

      'Is he gone?' she blurted out.

      Xavier released a breath as he lowered the muzzle of his gun and set it on the counter, watching the girl. Tears rolled down her reddened and dirt-smeared face.

      'Have I missed the agent?' She was all big eyes and trembling mouth, wisps of unruly curls escaping her long braid. A crumpled bonnet hung by its ties down her back.

      She bolted past him into Scotty’s embrace and clung to the trading post's proprietor like she'd never let go.

      'Nay lass, dinna fash.' The big Scotsman chuckled, giving her a fatherly hug, then held her at arm's length. 'He's out back harnessin' his horse, but what's the matter, a nighean, my darlin'?'

      She mutely shook her head and stepped away a few paces, eyes wild, breast rapidly rising and falling.

      'Why the tears, mo nighean bhan?' He reached out a hand to wipe them from her dusty cheek, then looked behind her and frowned. 'Where's yer da?' At that, the color drained from her face and she grew white as death. Both men reached for her as she slumped towards the floor.

      'I've got her, Scotty.' Xavier lifted the unconscious girl and considered her pale visage as the older man threw a buffalo robe over the countertop. He lay her down on the thick pelt and placed his fingers over the rapid and thready pulse at her throat. His brows narrowed. 'Does she normally faint?'

      'Wouldn’t have thought it possible. She's usually a tough little hellion,' he called over his shoulder as he walked out the door. He returned, shaking his head, lips pursed. 'Her da's not here. She's alone.' Scotty's eyebrows nearly touched.

      'Who is she?' Xavier glanced sideways briefly at Scotty from the girl's side.

      'Name's Aleksandra. She and her da are trappers, 'bout an hour into the Wasatch Mountains. They've lived out there fer years.' Scotty's brows were lowered, lips tight beneath his mustache, as he absently wiped up the whisky he'd spilled on the counter when the blonde whirlwind blew in the door.

      Xavier felt her pulse again and reached for an Indian rug to cover her. 'Whatever could've happened to her pa?'

      Both men fell silent, looking down at Aleksandra. Plenty could've happened to a trapper on the Weber River in Utah Territory. If an accident or sickness didn't get him, hostile Indians or a highwayman could.

      'Yer guess is good as mine, Xavier. Her pony's nigh exhausted and I've never seen Dzień ever break a sweat.' He closed his eyes and rubbed a forearm against his sweating brow. 'I don't like the look of this.'

      'When did you last see them?' Xavier’s gaze slid from Aleksandra's face to Scotty’s.

      'They were here 'bout a month ago. Fer supper,' he said, returning his attention to the girl's still form. 'Ain't she a sight?'

      'Shall I take care of her horse, what did you say his name was?'

      'It's "Dzień", something between "gin" and "jean". It means "day" in Polish.'

      'Polish, got it.' Xavier raised a brow and started towards the door.

      'Thanks, Xavier, I'll do it.' Scotty took a deep breath and walked out the door, shaking his head. 'Not like 'er to push a horse like this. Ain't never seen the likes,' he muttered, clomping down the steps to where the fur buyer stood staring at the wagon with its stacks of furs, steam rising from the pony's dripping body.

      The tension in Xavier's jaw subsided as Aleksandra's pulse slowed and strengthened beneath his fingers, her color returning to a healthy pink. Shaking his head, he took a deep breath. He kept his distance from people for a reason. This girl, for all her charms, was not going to change that. He brushed his hair back with his fingers as his thoughts spun.

      Xavier sat nearby to keep her from falling off her perch if she should awaken. As the hour passed, the wall around his heart began to crack open just a little. Aleksandra looked like she'd been through hell. Her face and neck were sunburned and when he turned over her grubby hand, its underside was reddened and blistered. Young, too. Couldn't be more than seventeen, five years his junior. Her curves were ripe, her lips full. He breathed out hard. He'd stayed far away from women for a long time. Maybe too long.

      Get a grip, hombre. She's out cold.

      Closing his eyes, he shook his head as he kicked himself.

      I have no need for this girl, nor any other, in my life.

      Still, something about her tugged at his heart.
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      Scotty returned after seeing the agent off and putting Dzień away. Raising his eyebrows, he smiled at the sight of Xavier still sitting on a barstool near her, oiling his rifle while he sang under his breath in Spanish, his muscular torso dwarfing her. Waking up to Xavier might be just what the doctor ordered for the wild young Aleksandra.

      When this quietly confident young Californio rode in last week from the west on his magnificent gray Spanish horse, Scotty gratefully accepted his offer of work. His timing was perfect, fortuitously coinciding with the Hudson's Bay Company agent's visit. Trappers from miles around converged upon the trading post for this yearly event, bearing great stacks of furs to trade for next year's supplies.

      Normally run off his feet, Scotty enjoyed the fur buyer’s visit for once. Six-foot-plus Xavier did his share, and then some, handling the heaviest sacks of coal like they were stuffed with cotton. Scotty wondered about the courteous young Spaniard, who spoke a cultured English rarely heard in these parts. He seemed to lack a history or a plan. It didn’t take long for the Scotsman to learn that sharing confidences wasn't in Xavier's vocabulary.

      No matter. Ever'body's got secrets. Least out West, here, folks let people keep 'em!
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      Vladimir Chabardine looked up from the mesmerizing nod of his chestnut mare's ears.

      There was someone else living there. Perhaps I should have waited longer—Krzysztof's secret yet eludes me.

      The letter in the secretary addressed to Mr. K Lekarski said he was in the right cabin, but for three days he'd waited there and ransacked the place, finding nothing. He sighed deeply and ground his teeth.

      A smaller horse's hoofprints showed in the barn. They could be from a mount of Krzysztof's, still tied in the forest somewhere, or they could belong to a woman's horse, by the tattered dress hanging in the cabin and the general tone of the place. There were three graves behind the orchard, so who knew if she were still alive in this God-forsaken wilderness.

      Death—it seems to be all around me.

      He shuddered. Finally finding Krzysztof after nearly two decades, and then killing him, was something a Cossack arms master should have managed to avoid. He squeezed his eyes shut and forced his jaw to relax.

      After having come so far, it was unconscionable to lose his life's goal, and everyone he loved along with it, by the slip of a foot.
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      A few hours later, Xavier's patience was rewarded as Aleksandra stirred, slowly opening eyes the color of a clear, blue sky. Too soon, they clouded over and flashed as she reached toward her hip. Thinking she would fall off the bench, Xavier dropped his rifle and grabbed her, speaking to her as he would a frightened filly. 'Steady, mi querida, steady.'

      He stilled as cold metal, sharp and glittering in the sunlight from the window, indented the skin of his neck.
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      'Sguir! Aleksandra, stop!' Aleksandra heard Scotty bark, and then continue in a low, steady voice. 'Wouldn't move, 'f I was you, Xavier. Her da's Cossack-trained and it 'pears she is too.' Scotty chuckled beneath his breath.

      Xavier eased his hold on her, but didn't let go, despite the blade at his neck.

      'Now a nighean,' Scotty admonished her, 'Xavier's a charaid, a friend. He's been watchin' over ye for the best part of the afternoon.'

      She relaxed the death-grip on her shashka, removing its point from Xavier's throat. Her gaze met his smooth cocoa eyes fringed by long, black lashes, crinkles of laughter showing at their corners. Aleksandra's bronze-skinned benefactor had the look of a dark Spanish lord.

      'The vixen has teeth,' Xavier said with a grin.

      Aleksandra gave him the ghost of a smile, then frowned at his hands still upon her. White scars crisscrossed his right one, and his knuckles. He let go of her and stepped back from her side.

      'Well Aleks, feelin' better after yer little rest?' Scotty approached cautiously and removed the sword from her shaky grip. 'How 'bout a drink of water?' He reached for a filled mug. 'Ye ready to talk yet?'

      She nodded slowly, eyes on Xavier.

      'Where's yer da, Aleks?' Scotty's brow wrinkled, his voice tender.

      Aleksandra's heart sank as she struggled to sit up. Reaching for the proffered cup, she drank slowly. The liquid's coolness soothed her cracked lips and parched throat. Handing the vessel back, she wrapped her arms about herself tightly, chin to chest. When she swayed again, she dimly noticed Xavier moving closer.

      And she didn't mind his all-too-familiar closeness.

      How odd…

      She shook her head, then concentrated on Scotty's words and her eyes began to fill.

      'Papa is at rest,' she said, so softly and with such hesitation they had to move in close, tilting their heads toward her, 'with Mama and my brothers.' Tears blurred her vision before they ran cold down her cheeks.

      'Oh, Aleks,' Scotty murmured. His arms were welcome around her, warm, holding her tight until she was ready to speak again.

      'He left a week ago to check traps along the Weber River. He was only going to be gone for two days, but when he didn't return after three, I went searching. Felt like I covered all of Utah and half of Washington Territory over the next five days.’ She shook her head. 'I never expected to find him only two valleys from the cabin. I didn't even think to check the little bluff canyon.'

      'Poor darling.' Scotty blotted her tears with a grimy handkerchief.

      'We were to come here and sell the furs when he got home.' She let out a sob, then took a deep breath and continued.

      Aleksandra looked down. She was clinging to Xavier's hand for grim death. When she glanced up at his face, the deep pools of his eyes caught hers and she stopped speaking. His smile flowed all the way to her heart, warming a little spot in her very cold soul. She gulped and closed her eyes.

      'Papa said Vladimir would find us.” Aleksandra swallowed hard and went on. “He made me promise.' Her voice rose to a wail at the end.

      'Who? Who'd find you? Promise?' Scotty's look of confusion would've been comical if this weren't such a nightmare. 'Who would want to kill yer da?'

      Aleksandra clamped her mouth shut tightly and shook her head, feeling she might explode.

      I nearly revealed Papa's secret. After all this…

      'Aleksandra, do you know who killed your papa?' Xavier's words came to her softly, words edged with steel.

      Aleksandra took a deep breath, her mind racing for an explanation, and sat up straight.  'Many years ago in Poland,' she finally said, 'Vladimir Chabardine vowed to find my father. It must be him. He's destroyed the house, searching…' She stopped, her heart clutching in her chest.

      No, take care.

      She looked at the men, then started again. 'He slashed up anything he could find with his shashka,' she said, then glanced down at the ground, silent for a moment again, not meeting Scotty's eyes. 'Oh yes, and Rogan's gone,' she added quickly and looked straight at Scotty.

      'Rogan?' Xavier looked at her sideways, eyebrows drawn together.

      The corner of Scotty's lips twitched in a reluctant grin.

      'Krzysztof's young stallion.' Scotty's eyes sparkled as he shared an amused glance with Aleksandra, despite everything.

      'He'll be gettin' a run for his money.' She half-chuckled, half-sobbed.

      'The colt's a terror,' he murmured to Xavier. 'I bet he's wishin' he'd left ‘im behind.' He glanced at Aleksandra and sobered.

      'Where's Krzysztof now, Aleksandra?' Scotty touched her cheek with his gnarled knuckles and she leaned against him.

      'Buried in our graveyard.'

      Xavier stared at her, mouth gaping. 'You buried him yourself? In this frozen granite?'

      'Needs must when the Devil drives.' Aleksandra quirked an eyebrow at him. 'Not very deeply in the ground, but yes.'

      ‘Aye, no wonder yer hands are blistered!' Scotty rolled his eyes. 'Ye could've come fer me, a nighean, y'know I'd have helped ye.'

      'I had Dzień to help me.'

      'A nice pony, I'll give you that,' Xavier smiled at her, 'but I'm not sure how good he is with a spade.'

      Narrowing her eyes at him, she gritted her teeth and pulled her hand from his.

      Scotty looked up from where he'd been perusing the floor. 'I'm sorry y'had to face this alone. Yer da was as fine as man as I've had the pleasure t'know.' His voice quivered and his eyes glistened, not quite running over.

      Xavier began murmuring condolences, then snapped his mouth closed when she glared at him.

      'What now then, Aleks?' Scotty said, after a long silence, his brow furrowed. 'Yer welcome here. Y'could help me mind the shop. We'd do jes' fine.' He nodded vigorously and smiled at her.

      'Dearest Scotty,' she touched his cheek, 'thank you for the offer. I appreciate it, but I can take care of myself. I'll go to the Newe. The Shoshone are my family now and I'll be loved there as a daughter.'

      The men exchanged glances over her head.

      'Aleksandra, is that safe? You know about the unrest between the Pah-Utes and the settlers' army, don't you?' Xavier brushed his hair back from his face with his hand, the light reflecting off the signet ring on his middle finger.

      She scowled at the dark Californio. 'My father is blood-brother to the Shoshone chief.' She tossed her head at him. 'Of course I'll be welcome in their village.'

      Xavier's face shadowed and his lips tightened to a fine line. 'It's your funeral.' He turned from her and moved to stand just outside the door, staring off into the distance.

      'Children, children,' Scotty muttered under his breath and shook his head. 'Aleks, I'm sorry to remind you of him, but who's this "Vladdie"? We need to get word 'round so we kin bring 'im to justice.'

      She dragged her gaze back to Scotty from where she found it, perusing the handsome stranger's broad shoulders and trim hips in snug leather leggings.

      'That's the problem, Scotty,' she paused and looked back at Xavier. Despite her annoyance, she had to admit he was a fine figure of a man, with raven blue-black hair past the collar of his buckskin shirt and sparking brown eyes, nearly black when she fell into them as she awoke…

      She shook her head and refocused, then turned back to Scotty.

      'Vladimir Chabardine. Cossack arms master, servant of the tsar—armed and extremely dangerous. Papa's nemesis.' She looked down at the ground, pausing until her voice returned.

      ‘Aye….’ Scotty ventured, eyebrows raised. 'How will we know 'im?'

      'Unfortunately, I don't know what he looks like. He's Russian or Ukrainian. Papa said he had blond hair, probably gray by now, and a strong accent. He's ten years older than Papa. He'll handle a horse and a shashka like a Cossack, but further than that, I know nothing,' she said, dropping her eyes to the floor.
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      Out of his element in this wilderness, the unaccustomed feeling of ineptitude was driving Vladimir around the bend. He was becoming incautious, and that was not wise.

      From Krzysztof's cabin, he travelled down the mountain, joining a large wagon trail leading west when he reached the flats below. An hour later, coming upon a small hamlet, he pulled the brim of his hat low and surveyed it, chewing on the inside of his cheek. There was no way around the buildings, closely-packed as they were between the overhanging red cliffs and the river banks, so he walked the horses through its single street as quickly as he dared. He let out his breath when they passed the last hovel of the settlement and continued west.

      Soon after leaving the village, the wagon trail crossed the river at a ford. A wagon, loaded to the gunwales with furs, was exiting the water and passed them as they entered it.

      'Don't you know where you are, man? Why, you're on the Emigrant Trail!' the driver said, chuckling as Vladimir struggled to drag the bay colt into the deep water.

      Unfortunately, neither he nor anyone else Vladimir met that day had seen a solo traveller with a small horse. Judging by the sideways looks and the speed at which they scurried away, his evasiveness about the name and gender of the one he sought must have made them think he'd been in the sun too long. He couldn't blame them. Frustrated by his lack of success in finding Krzysztof's companion, he wanted to run away too.
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      'Sure that's all y'know?' Scotty raised his eyebrows at Aleksandra.

      Why do I get the feelin' there's somethin' she ain't tellin' me?

      'Well, Rogan's missing,' Aleksandra averted her eyes and a blush spread over her cheeks, 'so I imagine he's taken him,' she mumbled, then hesitated. A minute later, she looked up again. 'He's an unusual horse for these parts, wouldn't you say?' Aleksandra's eyes seemed to hold a challenge and this time she didn't look away.

      Scotty tilted his head sideways and pursed his lips. 'What else, girlie?'

      Aleksandra squirmed silently tugging at her braid.

      When Scotty finally shook his head and turned to finish cleaning up, she burst into action and spun toward the door.

      'Well, Scotty, thanks for the rest, but it'll be dark before I get home as it is, so I'd best get going,' she said, then stopped short.

      'Oh no, the furs—and Dzień,' she wailed and turned back to face him.

      'Dinna fash, mo nighean. I kept the buyer here since yeste'day 'cause I knew ye were comin'. He's paid fer yer pelts 'n gone.' Scotty rumpled her hair.

      She let out a huge breath and smiled her thanks.

      'And that pony, he's got a heart o' gold. Ye dinna need to go, you know, yon wee man's in the stable, munchin' away with me old geldin'.'

      Aleksandra hugged him again. 'What would I do without you, Scotty?'

      'It's the least I kin do fer you and yer da, aye?’ Scotty remarked, his voice wavering. His vision blurred as his eyes filled.

      'Papa wouldn't have been pleased to see Dzień abused so, but there was nothing else for it. He never even slowed down.' She looked at the floor.

      'Aye, but he's a bonny one.' Scotty smiled.

      'It would've meant the world to Papa, knowing we made it on time and our year's work wasn't for naught.'

      'Right ye are, missy.' Scotty smiled at the hint of the girl's normal glow showing in her eyes, albeit beneath her wet lashes. He raised his brows at her. 'Now, d'ye want me to hold some o' the money fer now so it canna be taken off ye by highwaymen?'

      'Thanks, Scotty, please keep it all here. I don't need it yet.'

      'Are ye sure ye need t'leave tonight?' Scotty was unconvinced. 'It's getting' mighty late and we could make you a bed o'sorts.'

      Aleksandra's eyes narrowed at the dark man still standing in the doorway.

      'I'd rather risk the highwaymen and the wild animals for tonight, thanks,' she said tartly. 'I've got my shashka and bow.'

      There was a choking sound from the entrance, then Xavier mumbled something about checking the horses and disappeared outside. Scotty turned away and coughed to hide his chuckle from the pair.
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      Xavier was harnessing Dzień to the wagon when Aleksandra came outside.

      'I can do that,' she snapped, rushing to the side of the pony, her blue eyes icy and cheeks flushed pink. Xavier smiled at her back as she hurried around to the pony's other side to finish.

      'I'm sure you can, Querida, but I'm happy to help,' he said, wrapping a breeching strap around the shaft and buckling it snugly.

      'Thanks,' she said, tight-lipped, looking away as her hands slid down Dzień's rump towards the crupper.

      'Any possibility you might tell me just why you went loco on me back there?'

      Aleksandra’s brows lowered as she stared at a strap she'd just buckled too tightly. Her lips tightened further as she readjusted it. She finally spoke. 'I want nothing to do with people who insult my friends.'

      'Como, what?' He shook his head and blinked at her.

      'My friends, Dzień, and the Shoshone. The only friends I have left alive, other than Scotty,' she said from between clenched teeth, and then slumped, sobbing, against the horse.

      Cautious of her all-too-effective looking sword, Xavier slowly approached her. He slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him, watchful for any fast moves on her part, not caring if her tears soaked his shirt. How long they stayed like this, he neither knew nor cared. Once her sobs quieted, he slipped his fingers under her chin, lifting her face to stare into the watery depths of her blue eyes. 'Okay now, Querida?'

      'As okay as possible, I guess.' She dropped her head again. 'The Shoshone have been family to me, especially since Mama died,' she murmured into his shirt.

      'Are you sure you won't stay here? I'll sleep in the stable, if it would make you happier.'

      She closed her eyes and was still. 'No, it's fine. I'm sorry, Xavier. I'm upset, but that's no excuse for my rudeness. Thank you for this.' She nodded her head at his tearstained chest.

      'De nada. It is nothing.' He smiled. 'May I at least accompany you to your home?'

      'No, really, I'm fine, thank you again. I'd better go farewell Scotty. It's getting late.'

      'If you're sure…' Xavier shook his head and followed Aleksandra back inside.
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      'Scotty, what's this?' Aleksandra blinked at the bill tacked to the wall beside the trading post doorway:

      
        
        'The Central Overland California and Pikes Peak Express

        Company seeks:

        Young, skinny, wiry fellows not over eighteen.

        Must be expert riders, willing to risk death daily.

        Orphans preferred. Pay: 25 dollars a week.'

      

      

      ‘Ayer. Mr. Egan, the Area Supe'visor from Salt Lake House, came by last week to tell us 'bout their new overlan' mail service. They're proposin' gettin' messages telegraphed from the 'tlantic coast to St Jo' that'll be picked up by boys ridin' relay, all the way t'San Fran in ten days—'

      'Ten days?' She stared at him.

      '—if ye'll let me finish, girl,' he looked heavenward, 'each horse'll go 'bout 20 miles or so. Can ye b'lieve it? They're buyin' the 400 best horses they kin find.'

      Aleksandra smiled. His accent thickened when he was excited. 'It sounds impossible, but yet—' Aleksandra’s sadness lightened she read it again. 'I could do that,” she murmured under her breath.

      Scotty eyed her sideways. 'Don't ye go gettin' any ideas, missy. They only take boys and ye don't look like any boy I've seen lately, b'sides, your da would skin me alive fer even lettin' ye see that poster.'

      'True.' She looked down at her rumpled overdress, her heart clenching again. 'Well, Scotty, I must be off.'

      'Be careful, that scoundrel's still 'bout an' it's snowin' again. I'd not see ye caught in a late blizzard.' Shaking his head, he hugged her tight. 'I'll be thinkin' of ye 'n yer da.'

      'Yes, I'll be careful. Thank you both for everything.'

      Mounting the wagon box, she gave Dzień his head and he moved off. From her seat, Aleksandra looked over her shoulder at Xavier's furrowed brow and smiled. 'We'll see you both soon,' she called back.

      Driving through Echo Canyon, Aleksandra scrutinized the sienna rock formations lining the steep sides of the defile high above her, outlined against the last of the evening's light, then turned off alongside a meandering stream into a big valley heading north. It was full dark by the time she reached the steep wagon track to their cabin.

      Aleksandra stood listening at Dzień's head for long minutes when they neared the home clearing until she was sure no one waited. Exhaustion and misery caught up with her as she rubbed the pony down. She wrapped herself in a blanket and sat in the straw at his feet, clinging to him for solace.
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      Vladimir was beginning to doubt his wisdom in taking the massive bay colt. Knowing Krzysztof's taste in horses, Vladimir wasn't surprised to find the conformation and bearing of the young horse were second to none he'd seen in this country. Looking at the piles of furs in the barn, he guessed Krzysztof hadn't been to town for a while. Hopefully long enough that no one they met would recognize the growing three-year-old colt.

      He roused himself.

      Your mind wanders Vladimir. The fact remains that in this harsh part of the world, taking what you need to survive is acceptable.

      By his actions, however, he'd turned himself into a horse thief as well as a murderer.

      Please God, let me find Krzysztof's companion and his secret before whatever passes for the law out here finds me.
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      She awoke from a dream of shining brown eyes and jet-black hair to Dzień's warm breath on the back of her neck… and memories of the devastation that was yesterday.  Despite it, she almost smiled at the morning sun streaming through the open doorway. Her blessed pony hadn't moved a muscle all night. Both of her arms were still wrapped around his fuzzy forelegs.

      The Mustang's inquisitive nuzzles and the steam rising from the sun's rays on the frozen ground warmed Aleksandra's heart. She stood and stretched, then turned Dzień out into the orchard to graze the early spring shoots. Her throat tightened and tears began to flow again when she passed the newly heaped soil in the graveyard. Pulling her eyes away from the new crosses, she somehow dragged herself back to the house.

      Entering the cabin, she made an effort to put it to rights then made a snack of kielbasa and the last of the petrified corn pones. She packed some gifts of food and the barest essentials into her saddlebags, then saddled Dzień and left for the Indian village.

      Winding her way into the mountains, the cleansing peace of the pristine, crisp morning air and the abundant life around her soothed Aleksandra’s soul. As they climbed, a browsing doe turned to watch her, accompanied by the glorious cacophony of birds and squirrels overhead.

      The stream tumbling down its rocky bed reminded Aleksandra of the snowy March day she'd first met Dancing Wolf. She and Papa had found an Indian boy clinging to a tree branch in the frigid, swollen river while running trap lines many years ago. They searched out the Indian village and returned young Dancing Wolf to his father, Chief Golden Hawk of the Shoshone. On that day, a friendship was forged between Krzysztof, the Chief and their two children that spanned a decade.

      'Kwahaten! Kwahaten!' Shrieking children raced toward her as she entered the big meadow. The faster dogs, bowing and grinning, were the first to greet her, followed by the children, all wriggling fingers and dear little round faces, who dragged her by both hands towards the cluster of dwellings.

      Women working outside stopped their tasks and waved at Aleksandra. She lifted her hand in reply, but was preoccupied, torn between the children's enthusiastic welcome and her memories of the times she'd spent here with Papa.

      Tall and regal, Dancing Wolf strode to her. His beautiful brown eyes were shadowed with sorrow.

      'My heart is glad to see you alive, Kwahaten. Yesterday I found the new grave, but no one at your cabin.' He wrapped his arms about her and hugged her close.

      'It's Papa.' Her hands clutched at his buckskin shirt and tears flowed anew.

      'I was afraid of that. I followed your travois tracks to the bluff. There were old bloodstains and signs of a struggle on the cliffs above. I feared for you.'

      She remained silent, heart in her throat, not knowing what to say.

      ‘We were leaving just now to find you,' Dancing Wolf said, leading her to his father's hut. 'Our warriors have gathered to search.’ He glanced at the huge group of waiting men.

      'Please give them my thanks, Dancing Wolf.' She stared at the assembled band in awe and nodded her thanks to the warriors.

      Dancing Wolf waved at them again and they dispersed in silence. The usually-familiar men looked massive and fierce in their armed warpath finery. She turned and ducked her head under the brush arch of the doorway, then stepped down into the sunken dwelling.

      Aleksandra recounted her saga to Chief Golden Hawk and his son as they shared a meal around the fire. The leader was stricken at the death of his blood-brother.

      With downcast eyes, Aleksandra untied the thong of her papa's Shoshone medicine bag from about her neck.

      'Papa would want you to have this.' She handed it to Golden Hawk.

      'No, Aleksandra, it is for you.' He closed his eyes and sighed deeply. 'May it protect you better than it did your papa.'

      She clutched it to her breast, breathing in Pa's scent. The deerskin bag, with its familiar aroma, was a part of her papa she could still hold and her heart lightened for having it returned. She’d placed her papa's signet ring inside it and was glad to keep it. Papa had always said it would be hers someday.

      A someday far too soon.

      The beadwork on Golden Hawk's chest rose and fell with each deep breath. He nodded toward his son: 'This young brave asked your father for your hand last year, Kwahaten, but Krzysztof believed you too young to marry.'

      Aleksandra started and glanced across the fire at Dancing Wolf, who gazed at her with intensity. The room swam around her for a long moments until she remembered to breathe again.

      Why hadn't Papa told me?

      'He still desires you for his wife. As you are the daughter of my brother, I wish for you to live with our people, now the rest of your family is gone…' The wise old chief bowed his head in sorrow and motioned his son to continue.

      Her spinning world crashed further with his son's next words.

      'However, my father has decided, Daughter-of-his-Blood-Brother,' Dancing Wolf continued formally, 'that he cannot allow you to stay with us, no matter how much we care for you. It would be an insult to the spirit of Krzysztof to keep you here, knowing our people will soon be at war with yours. The Pah-Utes are pressing the tribes to join them in making war on the settlers. We long to keep you here with us,' his voice broke for a moment, 'but our village cannot keep you safe when the other tribes come.'

      Aleksandra clenched her shaking hands together. Emptiness and desolation threatened to overwhelm her, but she gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, trying to control her whirling thoughts.

      Now I truly have no one.

      She wanted to scream and tear at her hair, but she bowed her head in acquiescence. They truly could do no more. Golden Hawk would see her protected as best he could, but they all knew her life would be forfeit if she stayed in the village, whether married to the son of Golden Hawk or not. The chief held his arms out to her and she moved into his embrace for one last hug before she left his fireside.
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      Hope was far from Aleksandra's reach, her heart in tatters somewhere lining the bottom of her empty chest, as she and Dzień wandered down the mountain toward their cabin.

      How could I have missed it?

      She understood how the deepening rift between the settlers and the indigenous people wouldn't let her safely live in their midst, but what of Dancing Wolf? How did she miss his deepening feelings for her, when they were close as brother and sister? Aleksandra had been attracted to him, but accustomed only to the overt displays of affection in her family, his increasing reservation toward her as they matured had blinded her to the truth. She shook her head to clear it and smiled as she thought of their leave-taking.

      Dancing Wolf had accompanied her from the village and stopped at their old halfway meeting point. The tall young man dismounted from his pinto Mustang and for only the second time since they were children, wrapped his arms around her and held her close as she sat her pony, silent, for long minutes.

      'Kwahaten, you have been the most special part of my life and a large piece of my heart leaves with you. For your safety, I cannot have what my heart desires most, you by my fireside, beneath my furs,' he stopped, flushed, and then cleared his throat, 'riding by my side, forever. You need to go to your own people,' he finally managed. 'I will be watching for you. If you are ever in need, you know how to find me.'

      Aleksandra nodded. 'I understand, though I feel the rest of my family has truly died now. With you, I also leave much of my heart. May we meet again soon, my special one.' She kissed the top of his head, bowed against her breast. He lifted his face to hers, his eyes deep pools of darkness, searching into her soul. Their lips met in their first kiss, the intensity of his touch shocking Aleksandra, and she drew back for a moment. His lips continued warm and insistent against hers as he wrapped his arms around her. She sighed and melted into him, her arms moving about his neck of their own volition as she breathed in his musky scent. A gripping tension fired in her belly as he deepened the kiss and she inhaled sharply. He pulled back slowly, his eyes darkened to black, then smiled at her, while he shook his head slowly and let his breath out. Brushing the stray strands of hair from her face and taking her hands, he kissed her softly on the lips once again, and looked down at her hands between his.

      'What we might have had—' he started, then paused.

      '—cannot be, my special one,' Aleksandra said into the silence, 'but I will always remember.' She tried for a smile, looking at him through bleary eyes. Her hands still shook, but at least her heart felt as if someone had kindled a small fire inside, and it was warm.

      'Go now, dear one of my heart, my Kwahaten. You cannot be mine, but I will always be here for you.' Smiling at her, he swung onto his pony as Aleksandra turned her own Mustang and rode back down the mountain.
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      Dzień walked faster as they entered their home clearing and headed for the barn. Sliding wearily from the saddle, Aleksandra stumbled as she hit the ground. Slipping the cinch and pulling the saddle off, she unbuckled the throatlatch and slid the headstall over his ears. He carefully stepped over the lowered rails of his loose box and investigated his feed bin, looking at her enquiringly when he found it empty.

      'At least some things never change, Dzień.' She smiled. 'Thanks for your hard work this week—you've been wonderful,' she murmured against his velvet nose as she handed over his corncobs. He snuffled his thanks into her hand and disappeared into his feed bin. Leaning back against the rails, she watched him munch for a moment, and then turned to plan her next move.

      She hesitated before lighting the fire. The thought of Vladimir finding her made her heart clench, but it was truly cold tonight. Merely having to consider this choice told Aleksandra she was out of options.

      It wasn't safe for anyone to live the life of a lone trapper in these mountains—especially a young woman with a murderous pursuer. More importantly though, not only must she survive, she had to protect Krzysztof's secret. Learning of Dancing Wolf's proposal and his feelings for her didn't help her confusion, but there was nothing to be gained there. She hardened her heart against the thoughts they raised.

      She needed to survive, in any way she could. Realistically, her best option was to accept Scotty's offer and eat humble pie with Xavier.

      Xavier…

      Another reason to return to the trading post. Where might that lead? Her face heating, she brushed the thought away—it was warm, but disconcerting nonetheless. "I truly have no one", she'd thought as she left the Indian village. Maybe it was true, but then again…

      Maybe it wasn't.

      Laughing brown eyes, raven hair and a Spanish accent intruded on her thoughts. She swallowed and sighed.

      Perhaps I just need to grow up and stop feeling sorry for myself.

      Suddenly hungry, her heart and body craving succor, Aleksandra reached for the zakwas sour rye culture and started a pot of żurek. Similar to the wheaten sourdough starter used by pioneers to leaven their breads, zakwas gave żurek, the traditional Polish comfort food, a unique taste when stewed with grilled kielbasa, bacon, potatoes, mushrooms, and sour cream. She nibbled at crispy shreds of the aromatic sausage as it cooked and sighed with pleasure as she piled chopped vegetables into the Dutch oven. She nearly began to smile again as the partly-finished stew bubbled away.

      Scanning the cabin with a mug of a restorative herbal tisane to hand, Aleksandra began piling up belongings to take. Papa's surgical kit and medicine box, then the kitchen utensils, cast iron pans, and bags of dry goods: rye, wheat, salt and pemmican. Scotty and Xavier would doubtless also welcome the stored fruits and vegetables from the cellar and preserved meats from beneath the eaves.

      A few minutes with a needle and thread healed the least-damaged feather tick victim of Vladimir's shashka attack. This mattress, along with her bedroll, a warm buffalo robe and two Indian blankets, would keep her warm all winter. Aleksandra's bow and arrows, Pa's rifles and their skinning knives finished the pile. She tried to fill her lungs as she fingered Mama's most prized possession, the oak secretary, every pillar, slot and drawer so beautifully turned and finished. It had been her mother's only physical reminder of the szlachta way of life and the family she’d lost in Poland. Every time Aleksandra saw the desk, her heart ached. Her mother left her life far too soon.

      Aleksandra couldn't budge the huge piece of furniture, which was just as well because she hadn't the heart to sell it.

      Turning resolutely away, she packed her clothing and Papa's last gift, a bolt of lavender sprigged lawn, into her clothes trunk and then added her brother's old clothes and boots for dirty work. With a last look around the house, she headed for the barn.

      Aleksandra chose the dogcart over the heavy wagon. Its light body and two big wheels would ease Dzień's work on the muddy and rutted roads. She and Pa had last driven it to a picnic with their Indian family in one of the high meadows last summer and her tears rose again.

      It won't do to think of that now.

      Aleksandra gritted her teeth and jarred herself back into action, thinking of Papa’s words.

      “Most carriage accidents are preventable.”

      She checked the cart over carefully, greased and tightened the axles, then gave an extra turn to a few loose screws on the shaft hardware, then loaded tools and equipment, shoeing gear, bags of oats and corn, extra harness and tack into the space between the seats.
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      It was a mystery to Aleksandra how something as simple as food could comfort her, despite everything. She smiled as the hot, thick żurek filled her belly and soul to bursting. She was pleased with her efforts today, and sat down on the front step in the sun to consider the rest of the day. It might be a long time before she returned. She bit her lip and glanced out to the orchard, where Dzień grazed, then she grinned. They'd go for a ride.

      At her whistle, the Mustang's head swung up and he pricked his ears, then meandered across the orchard. The pony happily took the bit she proffered and stood like a rock while she swung up. They spent a quiet afternoon wandering the trails and meadows that had seen them grow together from a foal and a young girl. The sun was long gone by the time she fed and rubbed Dzień down in his stable.

      Aleksandra gazed around the walls of the solid log house Papa and Mama built, her heart in a vise. Wiping away tears with the back of her sleeve, she tended the fire and ate another steaming bowl of żurek, then curled up in bed for the last night in her old home.
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      The early morning sun shone on the last patches of melting snow in the yard as Aleksandra pulled the cart to the cabin door. She packed the traveling trunk beneath the wagon box with the house goods she’d gathered and left a rifle and knife within easy reach, then lashed a tarpaulin over the rest.

      Breaking the ice on the washtub water, Aleksandra shivered as she washed, then drew on her muslin dress with a clean apron over the top of her doeskins. In deference to Mama, ever hopeful that her young ruffian would someday become a lady, Aleksandra tied under her chin a starched bonnet.

      Finally, sad but resolute, she sat beside the graves and promised her mama, papa and brothers that she would care for herself and think of them always. Heart breaking, Aleksandra turned away and called softly to Dzień, who dozed in his meadow. The pony followed her to the barn, where she harnessed him to the dogcart, apologizing for its weight.

      Checking the view from the barn doors and window carefully, Aleksandra returned to Papa's cache behind the manger. She squeezed five of the glass vials through the narrow gap and carefully wrapped them, then placed them into a buckskin pouch. She slipped its cord over her head, and the pouch slid down to fit snugly between her breasts. She started at the sound of a bird flying into the barn, then took a long breath as she concealed the hiding place again.

      Dzień nuzzled her when she went to his head to adjust the blinkers.

      'Well, Dzień, this trip should be a bit warmer than the last one.' Aleksandra smiled faintly as she pulled on Pa's big overcoat and driving gloves. Mounting the box, she sat on the buffalo robe she'd placed on the seat and rested her moccasin-clad feet on the hot bricks wrapped in their skins. They were away, headed for the trading post, to safety, and Xavier.
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      'What do you mean, he's gone? Gone where?' Aleksandra glanced around the trading post, then stared blankly at Scotty.

      'Wouldn't ya just know it,' Scotty shook his head, his brow furrowed and lips pursed, 'our Xavier turns out to be a son o' one of them fancy Spanish Dons from a big rancho out in California.'

      'He told you that?' Aleksandra raised one eyebrow at him.

      'Nah, 'e was telling one of them guys from the Ove'land Stage Company, that Bolivar Robert's from Carson that Mr. Egan brought by, looking fer station keepers. Same Mr. Egan 'at put up the poster ye were readin' just b'fore ye left last time.'

      'But where has he gone?' she persisted, tempted to keep searching the trading post.

      'E went with 'em. Hired on as a station keeper in one of their Home Stations down the line. Camp Floyd Pony Express Station. Seems he knows all 'bout carin' for good horses 'n stock as well as bein' learned in accountin'. They've already started the route, but they were still short one station keeper.' Scotty sighed and aimlessly looked around the trading post.

      'He's really gone, isn't he?' She sat down hard on a barrel and stared at Scotty.

      'E's only been gone a day and I already miss 'em,' the Scotsman admitted, pulling at his  mustache.

      Aleksandra slumped. The emptiness deep in her gut made her want to curl up in a ball and hibernate, but she knew that wouldn't help. She forced herself to get up.

      'Oh well, Scotty,' she turned to him, then started for the door. 'I've come to take you up on your offer. Apparently, just in time.' She grinned with more enthusiasm than she felt.

      'Oh, have ye now?'

      'But just so you know,' she frowned, 'I'll only stay if I can earn my keep. I don't want to be beholden to you.'

      'Well, that's mighty fine.'

      'To sweeten the deal,' she said over her shoulder, 'the bits and pieces I've brought you from home ought to keep you satisfied for a good long while.'
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      Vladimir's uncomfortable feeling that he should've stayed longer at the Krzysztof's cabin kept recurring. He was keen to get back to the little cabin in the clearing. Their return trip was faster, once Vladimir gave the young stallion his head and let him seek the shortcuts he obviously knew, reducing their three-day outgoing trip to a one-day return.

      From around the bend on the track to the cabin, he saw the barn doors no longer stood open as he'd left them. Tying up the horses, he crept around the back, made a quick dash to the entrance and slipped inside. Biting his lip, he clenched his fists in impotent anger. Blood pounded in his ears as he scanned the empty walls and the bare dirt floor, where he'd dumped piles of tools and harnesses on his last visit. Doubtless whoever emptied the barn was gone, for the dogcart and the furs had disappeared too. Vladimir slid out the door and back behind the building, keeping to the darkness beneath the trees.

      Hearing no sounds, he whipped open the cabin door and threw himself back against the outside of the doorway. After listening again, he peeked in. Grinding his teeth at the sight, he aimed a punch at the door. The tidy interior, clearly not at all as he'd left it, said someone had been here, and for some considerable time. Half of the cabin's contents were gone and the ashes in the stove were stone cold. Nothing bigger than a rat could have hidden anywhere in the cabin by the time he finished looking. They'd left him no food, but there was plenty of firewood.

      He added up what he knew…and that wasn't much. Small footed horse, he knew from last time, dogcart, what else? It appeared they weren't coming back, but one could never be certain. He had no idea which way to go next, so he collected the horses and put them in the barn after a long drink at the trough. The big bay hopped over the lowered bars of his loosebox and headed straight for his hayrack. From the loft, Vladimir threw big armloads of hay to the two hungry horses.

      'Lucky beggers, at least they left you a feed.' He scowled at the horses as he finished filling their water buckets.

      Entering the cabin again, he pulled the latchstring and sighed. Unreasonably pleased at the prospect of a full night's sleep in a real bed, he smiled for the first time in days, thinking about what Tatiana would have thought of the cosy cabin.

      The most disappointing thing, he frowned at the empty shelf high above the stove, next to not finding Krzysztof's companion, of course, was the absence of the zakwas pot. I must have lived in Poland too long.

      He'd seen it on his first visit, of course, but hadn't the heart to shatter the crock. He shook his head and pulled some dried meat from his saddlebag. Boiled with water and some dried onion tops he found still hanging from the rafters, it made a more than tolerable supper.

      Settling himself on a feather tick, which seemed to puff feathers everywhere each time he moved, he grinned ruefully. Shashkas and feather ticks apparently didn't go well together.

      The nervous tic in his jaw returned as he considered tomorrow's quest. He'd seek Krzysztof's companion to the east this time. He took a deep breath to quench his tension. For a man used to precision and correctness after a lifetime in Europe, the lack of roads and maps out in the place called the West drove him to distraction and made him feel a bumbling fool. What passed here for roads were, by European standards, undeveloped bridle paths. Often one that seemed to be a major track diminished to a deer or otter path after far too many miles of side-tracking. No one could say how far he'd traveled in the past week, but he'd retraced his path several times. As he drifted off to sleep, he once again sent grudging thanks to the bay horse, who'd taken him home.
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      Worry made Scotty's stomach uneasy. In the five days since Aleksandra's arrival, she'd already squirreled away the goods she wanted to keep, reorganised the trading post and cleaned everything top to bottom. All good, except that she was starting to twitch and boss him around because there was nothing left to do. Accustomed to a life of activity, her unemployed attention began wandering. All too frequently, Scotty caught her surreptitiously eyeing the poster still on the wall.

      'Scotty, would you cut my hair, please?' She looked at him, eyes big and beguiling, a smile playing on her lips.
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for survival in an unforgiving landscape.”
—Leeanna Morgan, USA Today Bestselling Author
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