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  Dedication




  In admiration of the sturdy pioneers and native Americans who first lived under the broad blue sky of North Dakota.




  Chapter 1




  Early Summer in Dakota Territory 1866




  A shrill wail rose over the roar of the perpetual wind that bent the tall northern prairie grass to its will. The eerie and unexpected sound sent a shiver down Ingor Oleson’s spine. He pulled up his reins and listened intently. Standing in his stirrups, he searched in all directions to identify the source. He saw nothing out of the ordinary and yet he knew the cry was no bird or animal that he’d ever heard before.




  Had it been the damned wind howling? Spurring his horse on at a walk, he scanned the trees in the stand as it thickened around him, giving him better cover. Not one of them was growing up straight, not with the north wind constantly pushing against them. He often had to lean over to avoid drooping or broken branches.




  He pulled his hat down more snugly and reined his horse even deeper into the tree cover that extended along the Sheyenne River that he was following northeast. His thirsty packhorse followed more closely now, smelling the water ahead of them. A cool drink would bring some relief from the constant dry wind to Ingor’s dry throat, too, and maybe he could scare up a rabbit for dinner.




  But just as he found cover behind the scrawny tree trunks, he heard the high wail again. This time the cry sounded shorter but higher than before. What was it? A man screaming for help in this empty wilderness? Or an injured animal he hadn’t heard before? Whatever it was, it was making him feel uneasy and he didn’t like it. Sound traveled long distances across the prairie, but he had a hunch the source was not all that far off. Not knowing what it was made him more wary of getting closer. The last thing he wanted to do was ride into a band of Dakota Sioux whooping it up.




  Stopping at the riverbank where his horses could drink, he searched for signs of anyone who had passed that way. All he saw were signs of the receding floodwaters and the new tree leaves wagging in the breeze. They grew greener and thicker each day now that summer had finally come to the northern prairie.




  The birds above him were chirping and flitting from branch to branch. Nothing seemed wrong or out of place to them, but Ingor’s keen senses told him differently. Following his senses had kept him alive for nearly two years since he had made his way to the Dakota Territory, but he had learned what could happen when a man didn’t pay attention to his surroundings. Pushing away the terrifying memories that still haunted him, he took just a minute to slide to the ground, scooped some water into his mouth for a fast drink, and filled his tin canteen. That should last him until he reached his cabin late that night near the Red River of the North.




  He still remembered the first time he’d crossed that north-flowing river after his long lonely trek all the way from Norway. His parents dead, the farm unable to support all the sons, Ingor bore the burden of being the oldest and left for a better life in the United States first. His brother Lars followed last year and had settled a day’s ride to the west with his wife, her brother, and a new son. Working together when they could, the brothers would make a life that had to be better than that which they left.




  Making it to the Territory, Ingor had picked up a handful of the rich black soil and saw the hearty tall grass growing so thick a horse could hardly get through it, and he knew he was home at last.




  But life since then certainly hadn’t been easy. He still wondered how the trees and wildlife in the area could live through the wild winter blizzards that swept across the vast wide-open spaces. Storms that often lasted for days carried the temperature way, way down for long enough to freeze the ground solid to six feet deep. And it would freeze a man or animal in no time at all if they weren’t careful, as it had almost frozen him his first winter here.




  If Ingor had learned anything, he’d learned to be careful. But maybe since getting caught in a killer storm that was almost his end, he was overdoing it now. Maybe the wails he’d heard were just the cry of a hawk, and he was worrying for nothing.




  Maybe, but he didn’t think so.




  He gazed through the twisted branches at the high puffy white clouds racing each other across the bright blue, unending sky. It couldn’t have been thunder that he’d heard. There was no storm in sight and besides, the pitch had been way too high.




  The leather of his saddle creaked as he mounted Thor, named after the Viking Thunder God, and patted his neck. The horse blew, letting Ingor know he was anxious to get on home.




  “You not like sound either, huh, Thor? For a while there, I thought it was human.” He shook his head. “I hope not. That would mean the Sioux move east, and I don’t like that idea. Aw, maybe I’m just hearing things.” He chuckled. “Hell, now I’m talking to my horse in Norwegian as if he would answer me.” He patted the horse’s neck. “I don’t suppose that farmer I bought you from in Pennsylvania taught you Norwegian, did he, fella?”




  Ingor clucked Thor into a steady walk and checked to be certain the packhorse was following. Seeing her reins were still tied tightly to his saddle, he leaned down to rub his leg that had ached everyday of the seven months since a trap had closed over his calf. He couldn’t believe that he’d been so careless. But now the rows of bumpy scars where the iron teeth had chewed on his flesh and the healing bone that had broken were constant reminders to be on his guard.




  If it hadn’t been for his brother Lars, his pretty bride Lissa, and her younger brother Wally finding him, he never would have lived. Arriving at his cabin after crossing the country in a Conestoga wagon, they had saved his life and his leg. Now his calf predicted the weather for him, and he could tell that despite the mostly blue sky, there was a storm coming. Probably be here overnight, he thought. He wanted to get back to the cabin before that.




  “Yaahoooo!”




  At the new deeper sound, Ingor reined in Thor and leaned low in the saddle. “Now that was a man shouting up there beyond the trees. But who would be that stupid?” he said in a low voice to calm the horses and keep them quiet. He stroked Thor’s neck and listened but heard no other shouts. “Is he white or Indian? Some poor settler in trouble?” he wondered out loud. “We’d better go a little closer and check it out. We’re too close to home to want trouble to follow us there.”




  Turning Thor to follow a deer path just inside the edge of the tree line, he could see something moving out in the high grass beyond the trees. “There they are, Thor, but they’re too far away to see who they are or what they’re doing.”




  Ingor knew for damn sure that he didn’t want whoever it was to see him before Ingor knew what he was up against. He worked his way to the edge of the trees and waited until he could make out that there were two white men on horses, shouting.




  “Damn. Those fellas carry on like they’re drunk in the middle of the day.”




  Ingor was not looking for trouble and just wanted to get home to his cabin. He had to pack up the furs that he never took to Winnipeg in the spring on account of his leg needing time to heal. Now, he needed to sell them all fast, and then get back to work on oiling and repairing all his traps for the coming winter season. He only took animals then when their fur was the thickest.




  Pulling off his hat, he wiped his forehead on his homespun shirtsleeve. “Why are those two men crazy enough to make noise that calls attention to them in Indian Territory?” he asked Thor quietly.




  He could count on one hand the number of trappers and traders who lived between Canada and Fort Abercrombie to the southeast. Every one of them knew enough to be quiet so as not to attract the attention of any Indian parties roaming around looking around for trouble. There had been enough of that with deadly results.




  Parties of young bucks had been scaring up trouble ever since the Army started rounding up Indians and relocating them to where they didn’t want to go, namely off land that the white man wanted. It didn’t matter that the Indians had lived there for centuries.




  Ingor couldn’t imagine why there wasn’t plenty of room for everyone out on the endless open prairie—white and Indian alike. But the Great White Fathers, as his Sioux friend Red Moon called the men running the federal government, didn’t agree. And lately they were getting more insistent that the Indian do things the way white man did, and that they get out of the land that the white man wanted as they moved west.




  Ingor had made sure his brother and his family knew to keep an eye out for small bands that were roaming the area, set on getting even. He didn’t think Chief Red Moon was looking for trouble, although Ingor knew he had announced that he wasn’t about to follow government orders to move out either. He wanted to live his life as his people had for generations and tried to peacefully avoid the army.




  “Come on! Move,” the closer man in the prairie grass shouted angrily.




  Stopping, Ingor checked the revolver holstered on his hip and the rifle in the long leather holder within easy reach at his knee on his saddle. They were both clean and loaded, but not knowing who was out there, he hoped he wouldn’t have to use them. If he started shooting at Indians, it was a sure bet that he wouldn’t live long enough to tell anyone about it. But he didn’t think the noisy fools were Indians. They didn’t yell orders in English that clear.




  Not out here alone anymore, he had to think of his brother and his family. Ingor was on his way home after spending a couple of months helping Lars, Lissa and Wally build a sod house on land farther to the west. They’d picked out a section on the James River where they were going to claim their homestead.




  After sharing his small cabin with them all winter while they cared for him, Ingor was happy to help them get a place of their own built. The work behind the sod-cutting plow had been harder than riding his trap line, but other than the delayed trip to Winnipeg to sell his furs, he had little better to do in the summer when furs were too thin for harvesting.




  Two men’s voices could be heard now. Thor snorted nervously and Ingor tapped his flanks with his heels to pace him at a walk again. The voices sounded louder and raucous. If that meant a party of Indians had gotten a hold of some firewater and they discovered him, he would wish he had some of his furs with him to bargain himself free. The alternative could get real ugly.




  Torn between retreating until the men shouting went on their way or moving closer to see just what exactly they were doing, he gave his injured calf one more quick massage as he listened. Perhaps the voices were more settlers coming west, but he couldn’t take the chance riding out in the open to see. Not much chance of it being settlers though, with no covered wagon in sight.




  Unable to pick out any other words in their shouts, he even wondered if they could be an army patrol. He didn’t want to take any chances of getting between the Army and any Indians because he didn’t want to have to take up with either side. He wanted peace on the prairie.




  He’d always gotten along fine with the Indians. He traded regularly with Chief Red Moon and his small band of about ninety Sioux, despite the Sioux reputation of being fierce fighters. They’d even saved his life his first winter here, and he didn’t want that friendly relationship to change now.




  Shifting in his saddle, he tightened his grip on the reins when he thought how proud any young Indian buck would be with his long blond hair hanging from his coup belt. That morning he’d tied his hair behind his neck with a strip of leather and flipped it up under his hat to be cooler as he rode home. Now he was feeling good that it was out of sight and not standing out as a temptation. He wasn’t riding into trouble to be relieved of it if he could help it.




  Closer whistles and then whoops, like those used to drive cattle, silenced the birds in the branches above him. Settlers with cattle after all, he thought, but he stayed within the edge of the tree stand and relied on being able to see movement beyond it once in a while between the trunks.




  “There they are, Thor. They’re coming toward the river,” he whispered low.




  He could make out two men on horseback. They were not moving fast and sat turned in the saddle as if they were watching something behind them.




  “Couldn’t be cattle, huh, fella? They would be in front of the drovers.”




  A snap from a whip and then a long high cheer from the men made the hairs stand up on Ingor’s arms. That was no cattle-driving cry, and no drover would cheer after snapping a whip. As the two men came fully into view close beyond the trees, Ingor watched in disbelief, but only for the few seconds it took him to assess the situation.




  “Gud i himmel!” he swore in Norwegian.




  Two of the worst examples of humanity that it had ever been his misfortune to know were pulling a buckskin-clad Indian behind their horses. The Indian’s hands were tied behind his back with the rope the older man held. The Indian was running bent over and twisted to the side as the rope pulled his wrists forward.




  Ingor had suspected that this pair of white men had been low enough to steal animals from his traps, but treating an Indian like this was too low and stupid, even for them. Though he knew only their first names and not the family name, he’d heard they were father and son.




  Jimmy, the young man, cried out with another gleeful whoop when his father, Hap, whipped the Indian again. The Indian ducked his head to protect his face. The sudden movement made him lose his balance. He fell and was dragged in the dirt, his arms wrenched up behind him. The men didn’t slow up, much less stop when he fell. He bounced along on his hip and his shoulder that was probably dislocated by now.




  Ingor clenched his teeth in anger. He couldn’t begin to imagine the trouble for the whites in the area if the Indian’s relatives discovered what was happening to one of their own. He’d seen enough of the cruelty to know he had no choice but to do something to prevent a war or wide-sweeping revenge that could mean death to him and probably his brother and his family, too.




  He checked again to be certain his packhorse was securely tied to the back of his saddle, giving her no choice but to follow at the speed at which Thor ran.




  “Get ready to run, big fella,” he told Thor. Then, his revolver drawn, he dug his heels into Thor’s flanks and galloped toward the three men, shooting Hap’s arm as he raised the whip a second time.




  The whip fell to the ground. A crack shot because of all his free time to practice, Ingor hadn’t missed. He’d learned early on that he had to be accurate to shoot an animal when necessary and not ruin the salability of the fur with bullet holes.




  The force of the bullet couldn’t have sent the old man to the ground, but he fell anyway. That had to mean the pair was drunk, and Ingor figured they quit thinking and just got nasty when they were drunk. He’d seen them like that once at the Bay trading post in Winnipeg. Once was enough.




  “Leave that gun in the holster,” Ingor shouted to Jimmy in English. “Reach for it and I shoot you, too.”




  Jimmy left his revolver on his hip and slid to the ground from his saddle. “Paw.” He ran to his father’s side and helped him up to his feet. “You shot my Paw. Why the hell’d you go and do something stupid like that?”




  Ingor glanced at the Indian. Dressed in a long fringed leather shirt over buckskin leggings, he lay with his face down in the dirt. His long black hair had worked loose from braids and fell across his bloodied face. Ingor saw no movement at all. All that leather to protect him from the coarse grass where they were riding hopefully had saved him from bad abrasions.




  “This ain’t no business of yours. We were just funning with the redskin,” Jimmy whined.




  “Fun over, Jimmy,” Ingor announced.




  “You know my name? Who are you, some sort of Indian lover?”




  “Tie him on my packhorse,” Ingor ordered, ignoring the questions and riding up next to the Indian.




  “You cain’t take our injun. Pa, don’t let him.”




  “Do it,” Ingor shouted. “And real gentle like,” he added in a softer voice. His gun still aimed at the pair, he turned Thor so his packhorse stood beside the Indian.




  “Hell, Paw, you gonna let him get away with this? I wanted to play some more.”




  Hap cradled his shot arm against his chest with his other arm and groaned at the pain. He lifted his hand and saw that it was striped with blood. “Damn it, Jimmy, just do what he says so you can help me stop this here bleeding.”




  The boy, who Ingor judged was about seventeen, gave him an angry look and stomped toward the Indian. He cut the rope tying his hands behind his back, and managed to lift him over the horse after his father came to help with his good arm. The blood seeping through the buckskins from his wounds left the white men’s hands red. They wiped them off on their worn pants that were so dirty already that it appeared to make no difference.




  Ingor wished he’d gotten a glimpse of the Indian’s face to see if he knew him. He reckoned he would learn who he was soon enough, and prayed that when he could see him, he would not be looking at a dead man. That was all he would need: to be caught by a band of Indians with a dead, tortured Indian tied on his horse.




  “Now tie him on with the rope you cut from his wrists,” Ingor told Jimmy.




  Jimmy did as he was told, securing the body to the packhorse so it wouldn’t fall off.




  “Now toss the knife,” Ingor said flatly.




  “What? My knife?” he asked, holding up the potential weapon. “I ain’t throwing away a perfectly good skinning knife.”




  “You throw it in the woods, or I shoot it out of your hand. Then it not good for anything—the knife or your hand.” Ingor watched as Jimmy looked to his father for direction. He nodded.




  “And give it a good toss,” Ingor added. He didn’t want Jimmy running to pick it up while the boy was still in throwing distance of his back. After Ingor gave him no choice either, Hap’s knife disappeared into the tall grass after Jimmy’s.




  “Now give me your rifles and revolvers.”




  “You cain’t leave us out here with nothing to protect us from them murdering redskins, or some bear bent on having white meat for supper.”




  “You find your knives after I’m gone, and I leave your guns at Fort Abercrombie when I get there next. You explain to the major what you do out here and why I take them away. He decide if you get them back.”




  “Paw, he cain’t do that,” Jimmy insisted, childishly stamping on the ground with his foot. “How we gonna get them guns back? We cain’t tell ’em what we been doing for a little fun.”




  “Will you shut up, boy?” Hap shouted as he backhanded his son on the side of his head.




  “Oooww. Whadja go and do that fer? That hurt.” Hap raised his hand to strike him again, but then just cradled his injured arm. Jimmy had already wrapped his arms around his head for protection and stepped out of reach of Hap’s hitting arm.




  “The guns. Now,” Ingor ordered, getting more nervous by the minute. He wanted to move on before the Indian’s friends followed the trail to where they were.




  Hap handed his revolver to Ingor, handle first, and Jimmy did the same. He got the one rifle they had from his saddle and handed that over, too. Ingor held them braced against his stomach for the time being. He would slip them into his saddlebags the first chance he got.




  “My arm’s hurt something awful. Get over here, boy,” Hap ordered. “Help me tie something around this afore I bleed to death.”




  “Don’t ever let me see you two around here again. You got that? You not get off so easy next time.”




  Ingor reined Thor toward the east and tightened his grip on the saddle with his thighs. Jimmy hadn’t taken more than a step toward his pa when Ingor shot his revolver into the air. The pair’s loose horses bolted and ran toward the west. Jimmy whirled around and started after them while Hap shouted after him to help with his arm.




  Ingor took advantage of the confusion of the moment and spurred Thor into motion eastward as he holstered his gun. Before the pair disappeared in the grass behind him, he saw Hap running after Jimmy, who had kept after the horses instead of tending his father’s arm. They hadn’t gone after the knives or watched to see which way Ingor was heading. But he knew it wouldn’t take long for them to figure out who he was and where the cabin was. He wouldn’t be at all surprised if they came to settle things someday real soon.




  Ingor rode hard for a few miles in the open and then cut back into the trees. He slowed his horses and hoped the hard ride hadn’t compounded the Indian’s injuries. He wanted to do what he could for him and then deliver him to Red Moon in such a way that he could explain that he’d helped him, not hurt him.




  How had that drunken pair of idiots gotten a hold of just one Indian in the first place? They sure couldn’t have outsmarted his band. Not those two drunks. But if there were others out there looking for this missing one, Ingor could be in big trouble for trying to help.




  To free his hands, he stuck the pistols inside his shirtfront. Pulling on the packhorse’s reins to move her closer to Thor, he tucked the rifle under the ropes of his bedroll. Before he let go of the rein, he reached down to feel for a pulse in the Indian’s neck. It was weak, but he could feel it beating. His neck didn’t feel muscular at all. Probably a youngster out on his own for some reason when the drunken pair happened upon him. That could be a lucky break for Ingor if the tribe didn’t miss him for a while.




  Ingor looked at his sticky fingers and discovered they were bloody. The Indian was bleeding under all that hair, and on his shoulder and hip, too. He would have to stop the bleeding, but not until it was safe for them to stop for a while.




  Not wanting to take the chance that Jimmy caught up with their horses, he kept moving in the river to hide his tracks and then turned up to ride along the riverbank. He was heading for a spot he remembered where the high spring waters had undercut the bank. With the lower water level now, the bank would be dry and the spot hidden from above. He felt it was safe enough to stop there because someone riding beyond the trees wouldn’t be able to see him or even the horses.




  Dismounting there, he put away the pistols in a saddlebag and let the horses drink while he cut the Indian loose. The boy was light, and Ingor had no trouble laying him down on his back on top of his blanket that he’d spread on the riverbank. Searching his head for wounds first, he pushed aside his matted bloody hair and located a gash on the side over his ear. It had been bleeding profusely but had nearly stopped now.




  The lump that had formed under the gash was the reason the Indian was still unconscious, Ingor judged. He must have hit a rock as he was dragged across the ground. There was a lot of dirt and blood on his face that his hair stuck to, but Ingor would clean that up later after he’d checked out the rest of his injuries.




  Ingor moved to sit on his heels beside the boy’s waist and pulled out his hunting knife. He could see blood seeping through tears in the shoulder of his leather tunic. His shirt had to go to get to the wounds to clean them.




  In one clean cut, he sliced the leather shirtfront open from the neck to the fringe at the bottom. With it opened that way, he would be able to slide it off without moving the boy much. Later, the boy could have the clean cut sewn together much easier than if Ingor had ripped it open trying to get it off.




  That is if there was a “later” for the boy, he thought sadly. He sheathed the blade, took hold of each side of the cut leather and pulled it back to expose his chest.




  “Gud i himmel!” Ingor whispered hoarsely as he dropped the leather and sat back on his heels and stared.




  Chapter 2




  Unable to move, Ingor stared down at two perfectly formed breasts with dark tips. And though one was scraped and red, they were the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen.




  He swallowed hard. “I am a dead man if they find us now,” he muttered as he rose onto his knees.




  Lifting her head on his hand, he turned her face up and pushed back her long tangled hair. This time he studied her face a good deal more carefully. With her hair matted and not in the neat braids she usually wore, he hadn’t recognized her before. Now he did. He knew her and he knew he was a dead man if the tribe found them together. He felt chilled despite the summer heat.




  He had rescued Still Water, Chief Red Moon’s niece.




  “How could they do this to one so sweet?”




  He knew Still Water had been given her name because she’d never cried as a child. Chief Red Moon had taken Still Water into his own teepee and treated her as his daughter after her parents’ deaths from the fever when she was a child.




  At that moment, Ingor couldn’t imagine being in deeper trouble with the Indians than to have the Chief’s kidnapped adopted daughter, who had been beaten to within an inch of her life, on his blanket. He quickly dismissed the thought. Rather than worry about himself, he worried about her. “Still Water. What have they done to you?”




  He would do everything in his power to keep her alive. It was the least he could do. After all, it was Still Water who had saved his life the first winter he spent in the Territory. It was the first time he’d ever seen her.




  Determined that she would recover, he thought it was important that he know all the pair of drunks had done to her. Everything they might have done. Red Moon’s band respected their women and an unmarried woman like Still Water would be an untouched virgin until she married.




  Ingor’s hand tightened into a fist. “If those two excuses for men touched you, I’ll...” A tremor shook him. He’d been about to say that he would kill those men if they had raped her. He stared at her striking high cheekbones and tempting luscious lips. She was beautiful even covered with mud and blood, but he didn’t want to think of that now. He had work to do to save her.




  Still Water hadn’t moved. Moving more quickly now, he removed her shirt completely and worked carefully to wash the dirt and small stones from her scrapes and deeper cuts on her shoulder, arms, and side. Hoping she would stay unconscious and not feel the pain until he finished, he removed her knee-high moccasins and leggings to clean the even deeper gashes on her hip and legs. She had cuts and gashes from head to toe.




  Her shoulder, hip, and one ankle were swollen and discolored in addition to the open wounds. While he couldn’t feel any broken bones, he tested her shoulder by rotating her arm. He released a sigh of relief when it moved smoothly and he heard no snapping in the joint.




  “That good,” he said, though knowing she couldn’t hear. “It not out of place and it moved good.”




  After all her wounds were rinsed in the clear flowing water beside them, he turned her and held her head over the river’s edge. The flowing water helped him clean her long thick hair. Cradling her head in one hand, he shook his kerchief in the clear water with the other and gently wiped her face clean.




  “This feel good?” he asked. “There are not many scratches so you not worry. Most was smeared blood from head. I think cold water help make swelling less.” Maybe if he kept talking to her, he thought, she would wake up and respond.




  “When I hurt my leg, my brother’s wife put snow on it each day to take out swelling.”




  By then the river had washed most of the blood out of her hair. He finished getting the blood out of the part close around her face by squeezing water over it with his kerchief. The water had rinsed out the soil in the gashes, but he didn’t touch them directly so they wouldn’t bleed more.




  Finally, gently twisting the water from her hair, he tied it at her neck with his wet kerchief and laid the long tresses over the less injured side of her chest.




  Next, he wiped as much blood as he could from her tunic and was struggling to get it back on her when she moaned. Worried that she would wake frightened by what he was doing, he froze. His panic receded when she didn’t move or speak. He laid her down and pulled the slit leather sides over her breasts the best he could.




  “Rest easy, Still Water. De ikke kan dø. Ingenikke nå,” he said softly to tell her in Norwegian that she couldn’t die. Not now.




  Seeing that the weight of her breasts had kept the shirt open, Ingor didn’t want to leave it gaping. With the tip of his knife, he punched three little holes on each side of the slit between the soft mounds. He tied the sides together with pieces of leather he’d cut from the bottom fringe. The effect was modest enough—he hoped. Quickly, he pulled on her leggings and laced on her tall moccasins.




  Sioux Indian maidens didn’t show their bodies to men other than their husbands, but he couldn’t have cleaned her wounds any other way. He hoped she would forgive him. Finished with what he knew to do for her, he stayed at her side, looking at her. He always had thought she was beautiful. Now the memory of her pale brown skin and black hair sweeping over him as she cared for him was enough to make him a good deal hotter than the June afternoon warranted. It had been almost more than a man should have to stand to wash her. The dusky cleavage still visible above the ties on her shirt didn’t help any either. But he couldn’t think that way about her. He had to get her well and back to her people.




  Even now, imagining what had actually happened to her, before he came upon them, haunted him. He hadn’t touched her intimately, but he’d seen no blood between her thighs. He wanted to think that meant he’d rescued her in time—before the two men had had their way with her.




  Suddenly, Still Water moaned and tossed her head. She had begun shivering. He hadn’t thought about the washing and the wet leather making her feel cold. He had to get her warm.




  Berating himself for daydreaming instead of taking better care of her, he rose to get his bearings. It was nearly dark. He hadn’t realized how much time had passed since he’d stopped. That was stupid. If he didn’t know how late it had gotten, he hadn’t been aware of his surroundings. With the Indian maiden in his charge, being aware of everything going on around them was now a matter of life or death—his and hers.




  They were still too far from his cabin to take shelter there for the night. Riding at a slow pace so Still Water wasn’t jostled too much would take more than the daylight hours left in the day. His horse could step into a prairie dog hole and break a leg trying to travel in the dark.




  The storm clouds he’d predicted were moving in and the woods darkened. With the two poor excuses for men wandering around looking to do him harm, he didn’t dare start a fire to warm her up. It could attract too much attention.




  He had nothing more than the blanket she lay on from his bedroll and the saddle blankets. They would have to do. The month of June could still have some frigid nights this far north. He could only hope this wasn’t going to be one of them.




  Removing the saddles and blankets from the horses, he tied the pair close by on the grassy bank for the night. As the horses began to munch on the grass, he remembered he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. But this was not the first time he’d skipped a meal or two. He pulled out a stick of jerky and chewed on it as he went back to Still Water’s side. She would probably be awake by morning light and then they would move to his cabin. He would fix her breakfast there to make up for not eating tonight.




  Carefully laying the saddle blankets on the ground on top of each other, he lifted Still Water onto them. Her hands felt cold and her heartbeat felt too faint to be good. He had to warm her up fast. The sun had set, leaving him few options.




  His rifle and revolver within easy reach and the others in his saddlebag nearby, he pulled off his boots. Lying down beside her, he opened his shirt and rolled her against him. He wrapped the shirt over her and pulled up the blanket up around them both. Rolling onto his back so that she was mostly lying on top of him with her head on his shoulder instead of on the smelly horse blanket, he held her securely in his arms.




  He kissed her hair and sighed. Thinking of the injury to her head, he knew she had to wake up soon. And when she did, he hoped that she wouldn’t hate him too much for what he’d had to do to help her.




  An owl somewhere above him helped him to stay awake and alert most of the night. Thankful, he never heard anything other than the ordinary night sounds that he’d heard so often sleeping outdoors overnight as he checked his trap line.




  But when the first light of morning made movement in the woods visible, Still Water lay heavily on top of him as she had the night before—still unconscious. Ingor listened to her pulse and found it was a little stronger, but she still felt cold.




  Briefly, he thought about taking her straight to Red Moon’s camp so the healers could care for her in a warm teepee. But Ingor had no idea where the band was camped, so the only option he had was to get her to his cabin. There he would build a big fire and wrap her in his furs. When she woke, he would feed her some hot stew to give her strength.




  But he had to get her there first.




  * * * *




  Getting them both up on Thor’s back turned out to be difficult. Once the horses were saddled and his bedroll was rolled up and tied on the packhorse along with the tools he’d taken to help Lars build his sod house, Ingor finally managed by walking Thor down river a ways to where the bank was a couple of feet high with a sheer drop to the shallow water.




  There with the horse close against the bank, he lifted Still Water into his arms and rested some of her weight in the saddle.




  “Steady now, Thor. Steady.”




  Swinging his own leg over the saddle, he sat on Thor’s rump, and after lifting her again, he scooted forward far enough to get his feet in the stirrups. He settled Still Water in the space left and leaned her against him so she wouldn’t fall.




  “Good, boy.” He patted Thor’s neck and turned him back to where the packhorse was still tied to a tree. Using one hand, he tied her reins on his saddle, and they turned northeast along the river.




  Ingor cradled Still Water in his arms the whole distance to his cabin. “I hate to think I had to carry you tied over the packhorse yesterday,” he said in English to Still Water as they rode. “Maybe I not tell you that part when you wake up. I think you be mad enough.”




  He kept up the one-sided conversation as Thor walked in a smooth gait, but the trip took its toll on her. Her head hung limply over his arm, and she no longer moaned in pain or showed any sign of awakening.




  They arrived at his cabin about noon. He untied the packhorse and flipped the tied reins over her neck. Doing the same with Thor’s reins, he slid to the ground, Still Water held firmly in his arms.




  “Go on,” he told the horses. “Go get a drink,” he added, knowing they would head straight for the trough beside the stable where there was water collected from the rain plus what he added to it from the river when needed. After being gone so long, he hoped it wasn’t empty.




  Making Still Water comfortable in his bed was his first priority. He could take off the horses’ saddles, brush them down, and put out feed when she was resting comfortably. In the meantime, they wouldn’t go far. They knew that staying close to the barn would be rewarded with food.




  Pulling open the unlocked door with his foot, he carried her into his one-room log cabin, and held her seated on the foot of the rope-sprung bed. He carefully stripped off her stained clothes and moccasins, and threw back the quilt to lay her down naked with her head on his pillow. He laid her beautiful hair over to one side and replaced the handkerchief that he’d wrapped around it with a leather strip to keep it from pulling as she moved her head.




  “I don’t like the looks of those gouges on your hip,” he said as he checked her wounds. “They’re red and nasty looking.” He still had hopes that hearing his voice would make her react.




  He got the new bottle of whiskey he’d bought at the fort and poured a bit over her angry-looking cuts. He caught the spillage with a washing cloth and used the wet cloth to tie around her elbow where the gashes had begun to bleed again from bending her arm to undress her. He’d learned that from his sister-in-law who insisted it was important to use whiskey to clean wounds. From Still Water’s shoulder to her ankle on the side where she had been dragged on the ground, her skin was purple and swollen.




  “I think maybe it is good you not awake yet. You feel a lot of pain. But now you rest.”




  After carefully dabbing each abrasion from her head to her feet, Ingor spread on some of Lissa’s salve that had made his leg heal more quickly than he’d expected. But leaving Still Water uncovered long enough to care for her had set her to shivering again. He laid the quilt over her and a few minutes later he had a fire going in the wide fireplace that doubled as his cooking fire. He put on the coffeepot so she could drink something warm when she woke up, and he drank a cup as soon as it was ready. Returning to her side, he stood beside the bed and watched for any movement as he drank it but saw none.




  “I go take care of horses now. You just rest. You are safe now, Still Water. I not let anyone hurt you.”




  With a sigh he headed for the stable, closing the cabin door carefully, making certain the latch caught and the door wouldn’t blow open. Unsaddling and grooming the horses took little time. He gave each an extra measure of grain and fresh water in their stalls. He carried a few more pails of water from the river for the trough and then filled the two to take back to the cabin. Still Water looked exactly as she had when he’d left her.




  “Maybe the smell of food wake you up.” He smiled at the thought and set about to work.




  With skill born of living on his own for years, he fried some bacon and mixed up some biscuits that he dropped in a pan to bake in the reflecting oven beside the fire. It probably wouldn’t work so well with a new fire instead of glowing coals, but a pan of biscuits, even burned ones, would be good to have on hand.




  Hungry as he was, he ate more than half of them as soon as they were done. Breaking each one open, he folded a piece of bacon inside and took a good bite. He washed it down with another cup of coffee.




  Once he’d eaten, he sat on the side of the bed. He gently felt Still Water’s forehead and then chided himself.




  “How can she be feverish, when she’s shaking with the cold?” he asked himself out loud. “Don’t you worry none, Still Water. The fire go good now, and you be warm in no time.” He tucked the blanket up over her shoulders and lifted a few errant strands of her hair from her cheek.




  “I be right here, sorting the furs to take to Winnipeg. I must sell them soon or I not have money to buy supplies for next winter. You get a good sleep.”




  His worry about her deepened when he saw no change that evening after he’d eaten his supper of the leftovers from noon. The bolt locked across the inside of the cabin door, he sat at her side on the plank edge of the bed. Lifting her hand from under the quilt, he could feel it was still cold to his touch. He laid his hand on the side of her face and found it cool.




  He frowned, thinking he had to get her warmer. He could pick her up and lay her closer to the fire, but every move would cause more pain and might open her wounds. And too, he couldn’t tell if a cracked rib, or other injury that he couldn’t see, was getting worse each time he moved her. No, after suffering through the long ride on horseback, moving her was not the answer.




  In fact, Ingor didn’t see that he had any options left but one. Still Water had to get warm. He’d heard of men who had been injured badly and felt cold just like her. Some had never awakened from their cold sleep and soon died. He couldn’t let that happen to Still Water.




  So despite the warm summer day outdoors, Ingor put more wood on the fire and walked around behind her to the opposite side of the bed.




  “I sorry, Still Water. You might hate me for this, but I know no other way to get you warmed up,” he told her as he shed his clothes and hung them over the three stump he used as a chair that sat in the corner of the room. “But you not worry. You safe with me. I never hurt you. You are maiden and Red Moon’s niece. You save my life and I only honor you.”




  Wishing she understood what he said, he lifted the corner of the quilt. “Hell, Chief Red Moon skin me alive if he discovers what I do,” he mumbled as he climbed into the bed. “That is, if I not die from wanting her too much,” he added.




  His persistent arousal had been building since he’d decided to warm her up with his own body heat. Hell, if she was any other woman and awake and willing, he could warm her up in no time.




  “No, no,” he said propped on one elbow, smiling down at her. “I not do that to you, Still Water. You sleep good because you safe with me. I promise.”




  He could never live out his fantasies with her because it would ruin her reputation and spoil her in the eyes of her family. Of course, there was always the fact to consider that her uncle, Chief Red Moon, would kill him as slowly as possible, and without a moment’s hesitation.




  He groaned and tried to think of anything but the soft and lovely body in bed with him. He slid toward her and gathered her into his arms spoon style. Carefully avoiding her bruised hip, he laid his arm over her narrow waist.




  “When you wake up, I hope you understand. I think you will—if you not kill me first before I can explain,” he added with a little smile.




  Unable to sleep in his present condition, he began thinking about how long he had known her. “I still remember the last time I saw you at Red Moon’s camp.”




  Over the past year the Chief had invited Ingor to eat a meal or smoke the peace pipe with him when he went to trade with them. Still Water had moved at the edges of his vision as she served the meal or did whatever Red Moon bid of her. He’d noticed her watching him on more than one occasion. When he glanced directly at her, their gazes would lock for only a moment or two. A maiden, she would always be the one to look away first.




  “Do you remember the last time I was in your camp?” he asked without expecting an answer, a grin curling his lips.
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