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Author’s Note 

If my research is accurate, at an earlier time in history, the beautiful Bitterroot Valley in western Montana was known as Red Willow Valley. When Meriwether Lewis and William Clark passed through in the early 1800s, it is alleged to have been called the Bitterroot Valley—in French by French-Canadian trappers—because of the enchanting rose-colored flower with bitter roots that was a food source for the Native Americans living there. In 1806, Lewis collected samples of the plant later named after him by a leading eastern botanist who called it Lewisia Rediviva. It is commonly called the Bitterroot Flower. 

At the time this story takes place, the river, flowing through the now-named Bitterroot Valley, may have been named St. Mary’s by Jesuit missionaries, who, led by Father Pierre Jean DeSmet, arrived in the valley in 1841, according to https://www.saintmarysmission.org/history. (Accessed 9/19/2020) 

They also named the tallest peak of the Bitterroot Mountains, St. Mary’s, and built a mission near present-day Stevensville. Montana, called St. Mary’s.  

In 1891, the US Forest Service officially changed the name of the river to the Bitterroot River. 

I have used my author’s license to call the river the Bitterroot River throughout my story which is fictional. Although there are some historical facts in the story, names of those characters who drive the story: Morgan, Guy, Jeremiah, Delia, Mike, Lou, Pard, the Banes, Maisy, Clara, Sally, Talking Horse, Carl, the sheriff, adoptive parents Mr. & Mrs. Schmitt, and No Chance, Idaho, exist only in my mind. As does the Rocking Star Ranch and Saint Margeret’s Home for children in St. Louis, (although the Catholics built and received their first orphan resident to an orphanage named German St. Vincent’s Orphan Home in St Louis, in 1851.)  

While Missoula and Stevensville existed at the time of this story, Mabel’s Café and any other places or persons named are fictional. 

Prologue  

July 1878, Bitterroot Mountains, Montana Territory  

The pine forest embraced a silence so profound, not even a bird dared call out. The danger seemed palpable, yet the sixteen-year-old could find no reason for her awareness. Only her newly honed senses seemed to cause the prickling on the back of her neck. Eyes wide and searching, she moved, her feet automatically seeking soft earth without snapping any twigs, in spite of shaking legs.  

I have to hide. They can't find me. I will not go back to them. I’m old enough to be on my own. I’ll change my name. Her thoughts circled as quickly as her eyes.  

Reaching the familiar giant cottonwood tree with a hollowed-out base just big enough for her, she dropped to her knees. Crawling into the cavity, she scrunched her tall, bony body into the tight space, biting back tiny squeaks of pain as the rough bark poked into tender flesh through her jacket and dress.  

Chapped and bleeding fingers with broken nails clutched the toes of brown, ratty, high-top shoes with soles worn thin. She pulled them closer to her body and took slow, silent breaths. Her long skirt covered the goose bumps on her slender legs. She glanced to see if her ragged hem was gathered into the hidden hollow and brushed stray wisps of blonde hair away from her eyes.  

Shrubs and trees muffled the burbling of the nearby Bitterroot River. The absence of squirrels scolding and birds calling to their mates was ominous.  

Her stomach growled. She pressed against it with a shaky hand.  

Escaping the family wagon three weeks earlier with nothing but dried biscuits and venison hidden in her bodice, she was now kept alive by the mountain streams, raw minnows, wild blueberries, tiny strawberries, and by chewing grass. She was surviving, though she sometimes doubled over with belly cramps.  

The same stubbornness that got her punished at the St. Louis orphanage would help her survive. Or get her killed. For the first time, fright pushed up through her chest, closing her throat. She fought to take a deep breath. Death seemed a possibility. She hadn’t thought this through. Only getting away had filled her mind before.  

Her throat burned. She swallowed the emerging bile. What would happen to her? What could she do? Taught to pray by the Sisters at the orphanage, she'd also been told the Lord helps those who help themselves.  

Should she have left "Ma" and "Pa"? Yes. A new life. A new name. If she found a way to stay alive. She had to find a way.  

She sniffed the air. An unidentifiable odor wafted into her shelter. Not unpleasant, but smoky and woodsy.  

A hand reached into the hollowed trunk. She sucked her stomach in.  

"Come!" a deep, guttural voice commanded. "I no hurt you," was said more softly. The hand opened in a gesture of invitation. Wide-eyed, she stared at the creased bronze skin.  

Trembling, she crawled out of the tree. 
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Chapter One
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April 1881, Bitterroot Valley, Montana Territory  

"Look, Blue. A deer!" The blue-roan mare’s black velvet ears pointed forward obediently as Morgan Tace spoke from her vantage point of Blue’s saddle. They stood at the edge of a tall bluff overlooking a creek rushing from its lofty mountain origin of snow-melt to the Bitterroot Valley below. Strands of the horse’s mane played with the cool, crisp breeze, beckoning it closer.  

Spears of green punched holes in small clumps of slushy snow still hiding under pine trees and winter-bare bushes near the water. High, thin clouds muted the spring sunshine’s power on the scene. A deep, soul-cleansing breath of the clean, pine-scented air filled her with a joy she hadn’t ever felt before, at an unspoiled place to celebrate her nineteenth birthday.  

A buck mule deer lifted his head from sipping water and stared at her from the far bank below. Large ears protecting budding antlers stood ready to catch any sounds that might threaten this perfect peace.  

The loud crack of a rifle coincided with the buck’s fall, and her mount, startled by the sudden noise in the peaceful spot, jumped. Front hooves landed to find no purchase on the crumbling ground so near the edge. Horse and rider plummeted down the steep embankment.  

A rocky outcropping rose to meet Morgan as her body catapulted over the saddle horn, and the mountain air cradled her freely for a moment, then dropped her as if no longer interested to the slope below. She saw Blue’s body somersault past, stirrups flying and legs flailing, before her head thumped hard against a rotting log and the darkness whirled in.  

-
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Morgan opened her eyes to dusky blackness and the smell of pine and smoke. A flickering light showed thick branches woven together and forming a ceiling about three feet above her head. She couldn’t move her arms, which were held tightly against her chest. In fact, she couldn’t move her legs much either; something was wrapped around her entire body. Her chin encountered coarse, scratchy material, and she struggled to make sense of the situation.  

Panic built through the fog in her brain.  

"What is this?" Her gravelly voice came forth, a half-whispered shout. The tang of wood smoke and cold air stung her nostrils. She startled as the shadowy figure of a huge man on hands and knees loomed over her. Crushing, burning bands encircled her ribs at her frightened gasp.  

Turning her head caused searing pain to shoot up the back of her neck. She stiffened.  

Attempting to focus with eyes that saw double, she realized the man studied her, but she couldn't return the favor in the dimness. “Who are you?"  

"Shh-hh. Rest, Lady, you'll be alright."  

"I won't," she whimpered as her eyes closed again. 
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Chapter Two 
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Kneeling in the crude pine shelter, Guy checked his gold pocket watch, the one thing he’d kept of his father’s, the parent who hadn’t abandoned him. Eight p.m.  

Large white snowflakes had been falling for an hour. The fire he’d built near the entrance of their pine shelter struggled to survive, sometimes sending more smoke under the branches than warmth. But he couldn’t have it so close that it ignited their protective cover.  

The girl had been sleeping for six hours except for the short period when she'd spoken. Night had descended. His tremulous gut tightened. A cold, snowy night with an injured girl under a poor lodging.  

"Pray." The uninvited command invaded his thoughts.  

"No." The word squeezed out through gritted teeth, and he jumped at his own voice. His face warmed, and he glanced at the unwelcome female burden to see if he'd disturbed her. No movement, but she breathed easier and at a more normal pace than earlier. 

He hoped she was warm enough. He’d rolled her in the wool blanket from his bedroll. Though she wore masculine clothing, it was too lightweight for this kind of weather. She was a puzzle.  

He should wake her to determine her state of mind. But she might ask questions. He worried about a head injury because of the egg-shaped lump on her forehead. Making rounds with the local physician back in Idaho Territory had gained him some medical knowledge.  Serious cases often warranted a minister's presence.  

The growing darkness under the branches masked the deepening color of the bruise on her forehead but didn't hide that the bump was larger. The braids of her long, honey-colored hair were caught beneath her shoulders and pulling at her scalp. He freed them with gentle hands and began to unwind them. As the silky strands slid between his fingers, a warm stirring started in his midsection and moved up near his heart. He dropped the wavy tresses. He hadn’t experienced indigestion for a long time.  

If she awakened again, he’d ask her where she lived. Take her home.  

He poked his head out of the shelter opening and glanced down where the horse’s body had landed, partially hidden below a ledge. He hadn’t given it any thought while working to rescue the girl, build a shelter and fire, and dress the deer. His mind had tucked away the fact that it was a nice-looking blue roan. He couldn’t see it now. Too many flakes falling in the gathering night. Probably dead. Could he live with himself if the young woman also died? Another death on his conscience?  

Should save the saddle, but he wouldn't be able to haul that plus the injured girl, bedroll, deer, and supplies. The family could retrieve it. If he found them.  

He pulled his head back inside, his eyes stinging with smoke, and touched the coffee pot beside him, yanking his hand back with a curse—still hot. Grabbing the cooler handle, he poured the steaming liquid into a tin cup and put it aside for the girl. If she regained consciousness.  

There must be someone who was missing her. His shot at the deer that startled her mount meant now he had meat to eat. Yet, the resulting disaster erased any satisfaction. Questions and guilt rose with bubbling acid in his throat.  

An hour later, shivers rattled his teeth. Wind and icy pellets of snow whipped and beat the pine-covered wall and roof, swirling around them in the narrow gulch he’d nestled them in. Able to extend his contrived shelter out from a slight overhang in the bank, it had seemed the best place when he knew he wouldn’t be able to move out with the unconscious girl.   

The white stuff would pile up. It might hide and protect them better but also make it harder to leave in the morning, especially if the girl didn’t come to. He hunkered down in his sheepskin jacket, pulling the collar up, hoping to trap a little body warmth. Tension stiffened his posture. Invisible fingers painfully squeezed his shoulders, radiating an ache down both arms.  

He flapped his elbows, hoping to generate warmth and release tense muscles, bumping the now-cold coffee. He stopped flapping and drank it while staring at the flakes gliding down past the opening of their primitive refuge.  

The branched roof now sagged under the burgeoning load of wet snow and ice. Crawling out of the shelter, he cleared it off as best he could while falling flakes cooled the back of his neck as he worked. Creeping back inside, he watched the girl for movement.  

“Please let her be breathing.” He shook his head when he realized he’d spoken out loud again, and it had sounded almost like a prayer.  

His horse let out a deep fluttering breath through its nostrils, a misplaced sound floating through the storm. Not as if threatened, but as if settling for the night. Hobbled under a big cottonwood tree some distance away from the hanging deer, but near the shelter, it would be safe from bear or cougar. He hoped the snowfall would insulate them all and hide their scent.  

He grabbed the hairy saddle blanket and lay down, curling his six-foot-four-inch frame into the small space as best he could without disturbing his companion, hoping to be aware if she moved or woke.
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Chapter Three  
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Morgan forced open heavy eyelids. Nothing came into focus, and she panicked at the thought that she was blind. Soon shapes and shadows emerged in the gray darkness. She lay inside some small closet, no, under a ceiling of pine trees, weighted down with a scratchy blanket.  

Didn’t she have a memory of that somewhere already?  

A snore erupted beside her, and she started.  

Instantly, a man rose up on his elbow and peered at her. She screamed at the darkened silhouette.  

“Shh-h!” He leaned over her. "You're awake." She smelled coffee-scented breath from a face so close, she pressed back, then inhaled as small, sharp stones poked into her back. The face moved farther away.  

"Who are you? Where am I? Am I hurt?" The answer to the last question was evident as she struggled to rise. Searing chest and head pain knocked her flat again. She frowned, and her forehead burned. Mind clearing, she remembered sitting on Blue at the edge of the bluff, and a rifle shot making the mare jump. Then falling into space.  

"Where's Blue?"  

"Blue?"  

"My horse!"  

"I'm sorry." The deep voice did sound sorrowful. "Your horse fell below the cliff. I can’t see through the dark and snow to where it dropped." He arranged the covers over her again.  

"No!" A sob tore from her throat. "She's my best friend. I love her!" She glared at the man. "You killed her! You shot her! You murderer!"  

Arms weakened, she dropped back to the ground. She moaned, and tears formed puddles in the corners of her eyes. She willed them to reabsorb. She didn't cry anymore.  

"I didn't shoot her," he said quietly. "I startled her when I shot the deer."  

"Where am I?"  

"You're with me, near the spot where you and your horse were standing. We’re sheltering in a gulch until the storm is over. There are trees here to break the wind. I don’t know where you came from...who to take you to." He spoke so fast, she had trouble keeping up. "It's storming now. We can't leave. It's almost dawn."  

"Who are you?" she wrinkled her forehead and raised her eyes to stare into his, ignoring the knife-like pain that streaked up her scalp.  

After a silent moment, he said, "My name's Guy." His Adam’s apple bobbed in the fading dark as his gaze dropped. "I'm not from around here, just passing through. Sorry, I spooked your horse. I didn’t see you there and needed some meat. Are you hungry?"  

"No! Can you take me home? I live near here, on a ranch." Her voice wobbled.  

"When it quits snowing. Can you sit up? I've got some cold venison for you. Some water. What's your name?"  

“Kath...Morgan!" Her eyes flew open at her near lapse. “I’m cold.” She caught a sob and closed her eyes.  

“Let’s try sitting you up. You should drink some water.”  

She panted as he supported her to a sitting position with a hand behind her back. 

Knife stabbing pains flew across her chest, and scraped knuckles stung when she stretched out her fingers to support herself. Shaking her head at the food brought searing pain in her skull, and the world went into a spin. She deepened her breaths, willing the universe and her stomach to calm down. She took a sip of water from the tin cup he held to her lips.  

She shivered as the blanket slipped off. Without words, the man scooted partway behind her, letting her lean back against his chest as he pulled the cover up again. Strange...everything was strange, sitting propped against a male stranger—why didn’t she feel the usual panic?  

Exhaustion suffused her, and she relaxed. She hated any kind of weakness and should be scared. But she felt warmer and safer. A foreign feeling that drew her back to the world of sleep.  

***
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Being her back rest for an hour produced cold and cramping muscles for Guy. He'd have to move soon or give up ever moving again. To distract himself from personal discomforts, he concentrated on planning his next action. He couldn't afford to be seen, even in this part of the country. Those coming after him could have followed him, maybe spreading the word.  

The pink glow of dawn filtered through the branches as he mentally reviewed his circumstances. The storm had moved on, and someone might see their camp.  

The Reverend Guy Hardin, now a wanted criminal again. How would it end this time?  

The girl was a liability, an aggravation. Surely someone was looking for her. Even with the bruise, she was beautiful, with clear skin and heart-shaped lips. With her looks, she'd have a husband or intended.  

An irrational thought had him hoping there was no one who would search for her.  

Shielding and warming her, he felt protective. He put both arms around her, hugging her to him. His chin rested lightly on her head, her satiny hair catching on his stubbled jaw. Propped against the bank of dirt he’d built the shelter against, he cradled her, reluctant to end the idyllic moment.  But he was on the run.
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Chapter Four  
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Finding herself lying flat again, Morgan struggled to sit in the cold, snow-covered dawn. Her companion jerked upright, his hand pressed against her back in support. Every inch of her body protested movement. Her head throbbed, but her vision wasn’t double anymore.  

“It’s quit snowing. I’ll go start a fire. You lie back down with the blanket and stay warm.” The gruff voice demanded obedience. She obeyed, too weak and uncertain to do anything else.  

The sound of his boots crunching the snow grew fainter, then louder, as he gathered wood and returned to build the fire close to the shelter’s entrance. The sweet scent of cedar and pine smoke wafted to her.  

His form appeared in the small opening bordered by sprigs of pine needles. The rosy glow of the morning sun showcased a silhouette of wide shoulders and a black hat. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she noted a square, rugged face, a broad forehead partially covered by black, wavy hair, and thick, dark brows. Whiskers darkened a deep cleft in his chin. Her heartbeat quickened. Anxiety battled with fascination.  

“Who are you? Where did you come from?”  

His gaze searched her face, then slid away before he answered, “Name is James Hardy.”  

“I thought you said your name was Guy. Why are you here?”  

“I’m just passing through.”  

Silence, broken only by the stamping of a horse’s hoof, hung heavy and cold between them as they stared at each other.  

“Quite a talker, aren’t you?”  

“When there’s a need.”  

Her mind flitted between terror and irritation. “Take me home! You have a horse, don’t you?”  

“Breakfast first.” He disappeared from her vision.  

Moments later, her eyes opened wide as he dove under the pine branches, plopped down beside her, and clamped his hand over her mouth. Panic tightened her throat, and her heart pounded as she registered sounds of the fire sizzling in the snow and the far-off hum of voices.  

Her muffled groaning only made him clamp his hand tighter.  

“Don’t make a sound,” he whispered. His face hovered close enough for her to see his pupils dilated and feel his rapid breaths against her cheek. She realized this wasn’t an assault on her person. The gun he grasped pointed away from her. Was he hiding from someone? Was that the reason for two names? The implication weakened her limbs.  

When he took his hand away, he stared at the ground. It touched her. Alarm gone, she asked, “Why?”  

He fixed his eyes on hers. Their gazes held a long moment. “Nothing that concerns you.”  

“You gave me two names. Why? Are you hiding from someone?” How dangerous was he? Which name was right?  

Shifting his eyes, he didn’t answer immediately. “Just call me James.”        

***
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Backing out of the pine cave, Guy rose and headed for his saddlebags, his big feet stumbling over a log as reason battled with conscience stole his concentration. He shouldn’t care if he lied, after all, what did a little lie matter to a murderer? Oh, God, forgive me, popped into his mind. Right, like it mattered to God.  

Since leaving Idaho, he’d borrowed from an early memory on how to achieve emotional numbness—don’t take an interest in others, look after yourself only. But here he was, bothered by lying, taking care of an injured female, feeling things he didn’t want to feel. A curse slipped out. Old habits returned fast.  

Guy paused and studied the parenthetic ridges around his camping spot. Bare of trees and shrubs on top in this mountain crevasse, there were not many places for anyone to sneak up on him. No one peered back at him. The snow looked undisturbed. He breathed a sigh of relief.  

He busied himself rebuilding the fire he’d snuffed out with snow when hearing the riders, his ears tuned to any sound out of place. He hadn’t seen them well enough to know if they were Zeke Bane’s brothers. But it would figure. Although how those two lazy no-goods had made it across the mountains behind him would be hard to understand. He’d barely made it himself. He’d had to lead his horse at times and detour off the usual trail frequently to avoid banks too deep to cross. Thought he’d been free from followers in the rugged and harsh territory.  

A crow cawed. Must be an early one. He froze as realization hit. That wasn’t a crow. He searched the terrain and saw two young Indian boys walking past the bottom end of the canyon, wrapped in hides to protect themselves from the cold, carrying beaver traps in their hands. Spotting him, they stopped—solemn countenances stared at him from fur-framed faces. He rose from his crouched position and met the look, standing straight and still.  

They turned and continued down the ravine. Nervous sweat tickled a path down his back.  Time to move. Maybe the boys wouldn’t say anything, just figure him for another trapper.  

A wheezy intake of breath snagged his attention, and he turned to see Morgan out of the shelter and struggling to rise, forehead wrinkled. She squinted through the intense morning sunlight, which illuminated the sizeable purple bump on her forehead and highlighted the golden halo of hair lying like a cape on her shoulders.  

“Who was that?” Her voice came out small and breathy.  

“Some Indian kids, trapping. I’ll bring you some breakfast as soon as I cook the meat. Get inside the shelter.” She shrank back under the branches.  

He retrieved dry twigs from his saddle pack and fed the fire. He didn’t want the smoke from wet pine to disclose their position. He sliced small, thin strips of the venison, secured them on the end of a branch, and held them over the small flames, his mind trying to plan his next action.  

He needed to leave this spot, stay ahead of the Bane brothers. Weary of six weeks of being on the run, resentment was replacing fear. Maybe he should be the hunter instead of the hunted.  

Should he have stayed in No Chance, Idaho Territory, where this nightmare started? Why had he run to Montana Territory? The brothers must have followed him through LoLo pass in the the Bitterroot Mountains, trekking the same old Indian trails he used.  

Guy knew western Montana was part of the Vicariate of Idaho. As the protestant minister in No Chance, he’d formed a friendship with the priest who had visited the Bitterroot area and extolled its ruggedness and lush beauty. The ruggedness had stuck in Guy’s mind when he needed a place to hide.  

How was this going to end? Did he keep running forever, or get these guys off his back somehow? Had he made the right choice in Idaho?  

Zeke’s brothers were after him because Zeke had died, and Guy had been responsible, something never meant to happen. That day, Reverend Guy Hardin became fugitive James Hardy.  

Squatting in the cold, wet snow beside a tent and an injured girl he didn’t know, his former holy demeanor deserted him. For just a moment, real feelings broke through the crust— scared, fragile, disoriented feelings. Who was he really? Where had God gone? He buried the questions. He needed to concentrate on his next action.  

If the riders were the Banes, they hadn’t seen him or his snow-covered horse amongst the cottonwoods by the bluff, but if they ran into the Indian boys and questioned them, they would be back. Hopefully, they didn’t notice the girl’s horse at the bottom of the bluff either. The snowstorm had its advantages.  

He started toward the shelter with the cooked meat and saw Morgan rising to her feet, wobbling and reaching for tree branches for support. Guy saw her frown.  

“I have to....” She dropped her gaze.  

His face grew hot. “I’ll help get you there.”  

Laying the meat aside, he moved to assist her. She was tall for a female, the top of her head even with his nose. He had never been close to a female with a forehead close enough to kiss without stooping. Disgusted with his errant thoughts, he clamped his lips together, steadying her as she bent her head and swayed. He put his arm around her waist when she stumbled.      

Without thought, he pushed her head to his chest with his other hand to give her time to adjust to being up, and they stood like that for a moment. Something warm stirred in his midsection again. He didn’t welcome it. He had blocked soft feelings at age thirteen when his mother left him and his father. The hurt in his stomach and chest from crying hadn’t brought her back, but it did bring backhands and sneers from his father.  

"Crybaby! Men don't cry, 'specially after weak women like your mother. Toughen up,  Boy!" The father's voice still rang loud in a special corner of his mind. Disgusted with letting that memory sneak back, he forced his focus on Morgan.  

“Let’s go.” He led her to a clump of willow behind the cottonwood trees, where there was a log for her to sit on, and headed back without looking. “Yell when you’re done, and I’ll come get you.”  

Heading back to the fire, he retrieved the stick with the cooked meat from the warm rock he’d laid it on. He tore a couple of pieces off and ate them. He saved some for his new responsibility, balancing the stick again between two stones while he buried the fire with snow.  

The sun pierced the lobular clouds, and a soft, dampness cooled his cheeks, indicating a thaw coming. Typical spring squall.  

When she called, he turned toward her voice and noticed her unsteady walk back to the campsite while hanging on to trees. He had the horse saddled, and his few cooking utensils in his saddlebags wrapped with rags so they wouldn’t rattle with the horse’s movement. He’d cut up the deer earlier and encased chunks of meat in a canvas bag that hung over the saddle horn.  

He strode toward her widened brown eyes that began to blink rapidly the closer he got.  He held out his hand. He hoped tears weren’t starting. He felt his cheek muscle twitching.  

“Are you taking me home?” Her chin raised, and she leveled a piercing look at him.  

“Where’s home?”  

“A ranch about an hour from here. I’m a ranch hand for the Corsons. I’ll show you the way.”  

He knew she probably shouldn’t move, but the sooner he dumped her, the better. He would take her home no matter the risk to himself, then he could disappear. He doubted she was a ranch hand and the familiar distrust of anything female returned. It felt good.  

“You hungry?” he asked.  

“Some. But I want to get home.” Her shoulders slumped, and she swayed sideways. He steadied her and, leading her to his horse, guided one of her hands up to grasp the mane for support.  

He gave her the stick of venison, then swung up into the saddle, holding a hand out to her.  

“Ready?”  
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Chapter Five  
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Morgan nodded, put her foot in the stirrup, and reached for his hand, swinging up behind the saddle, the usual place for his bedroll, which now lay in his lap.  

“Oh!” She clutched her side and bent forward, bumping her head against a hat brim.  

“You doing all right?”  

“Yes, it just hurt a bit. Let’s go.”  

A strange awkwardness straightened her posture as Morgan found her nose so close to the place where the bare neck divided the hat and jacket of the man in front. Curling dark hair touched the collar in places and somehow gave an intimacy to the nearness. She’d never been this close to a man before. She concentrated on balancing while eating the venison.  

The bay gelding plodded through the deep snow carrying the heavy load, its hooves sometimes sliding on the wet terrain as they worked their way down and off the mountain.  Morgan found herself clutching Guy’s jacket with each slipping step and at times circling his waist with shaking arms.  

A crisp breeze built and penetrated Morgan’s thin coat as she relaxed her grip on the jacket for the fourth time and replaced her hands on the back of the saddle. Hugging his waist or clutching his jacket felt too intimate. She shivered, and James, or Guy, stopped the horse to remove his jacket and hand it back to her. She hesitated, then slipped it on, relishing the warmth.  

More relaxed, she listened to the birdsong—light-hearted trills weaving through the pine trees, drawing her gaze to her surroundings. The bright sun bouncing off the white crystals covering the ground and tree branches caused her to see spots dancing around in her lingering dizziness. She shut her eyes.  

The image of James waiting by his mount for her to finish her nature run took shape behind closed lids. The black, wavy hair accentuated his sky-blue eyes. Even frowning, the face was handsome. But what did it matter? He was a man.  

She should have made him take her to check on Blue. But a part of her wasn’t sure she could handle seeing her friend cold and lifeless. She loved Blue so much. Tears welled, and her chest tightened. She opened her eyes to focus on the watery image of the trees passing by. Tears were a sign of weakness. She stared at the black hat in front of her.  

“What’s your horse’s name?” She needed a distraction from her thoughts.  

“Forty.”  

“Where’d you get a name like that?”  

“I paid forty dollars for him.”  

He not only didn’t say much, he had no imagination.  

“How long have you had him?”  

He glanced back at her. “Let’s not talk too much till we are out of the mountains. Voices carry in this mountain air.”  

Now she remembered he was hiding from someone. Could she trust him? Would he really take her back to the ranch? She studied her surroundings. No escape possible here.  

Occasional throbbing in her head and sharp pains with a deep breath told her she wouldn’t get far trying to run.  

Yesterday had started with such joy, but joy never stuck around long in her experience. No one knew it had been her nineteenth birthday. Delia had asked, but she’d always said she didn’t really know, and avoided a date being chosen for her. She’d thought life was now in command. She was finally free of the past’s hold. Why? Why couldn’t that feeling have lasted?  
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