From bestselling author Sandra Chastain comes a
spellbinding novel of romance and adventure, as a beautiful
Indian and a hardened drifter embark on a perilous quest...

RAVEN AND THE COWBOY

He first came to her in a dream: a sleek and rawny
cougar with the power to protect her. So when Raven Alexander
awoke to find herself lying beside the rugged stranger, she
wasn’t afraid. He might be an unruly cowhoy with a chebkered
past but Raven believed the spirit guides had sent him to
help her find the sacred Arapaho treasure. But Tucker Farrell
didn’t trust women, even exotic innocents like Raven.
And though he agreed to join her quest, Raven feared it was
because of the gold. Now, when the last thing in the
world she should do is fall in love, Raven finds herself fighting
an impossible battle...caught between her duty to
her people and the passionate longings of her heart.

“This delightful author has a tremendous talent that places her
g p
on a pinnacle reserved for special romance writers.”

—Affaire de Coeur
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Profogue

—

The dream came again. At first there was the fluttering
sound of wings. Then came the elusive shadows that fled
before her as she walked. For weeks it had been the same,
but now it was different. Now there was a curious fear
mixed with the anticipation.

She stood at the edge of the precipice, her arms ex-
tended, the wind against her back urging her forward. The
river below was a glittering reflection of blue sky, snaking
its way along the boulders, through cliffs as slick and
straight as ice.

Unafraid, she waired. Then the dream changed. This
time she answered the urging of the wind and stepped out
into the vast open space beyond. And suddenly she was
falling. Yet she welcomed the sensation, the presence of
unbound joy.

She could live or she could die. The choice was hers.
Miraculously, she began to move her arms. The updraft
caught her body and cushioned it, lifting her into the cur-
rent where she soared like a bird. She glanced down ar
her body; it was covered with glossy black feathers. Her
arms became wings. Her senses sharpened; she could feel
the movement of tiny animals along the water’s edge.



2 Sandra Chastain

She was now the raven for which she was named.

But why? What did the dream signify?

Beyond the cliff and the river, the mountains loomed
like guardians over her, not friendly, yet not angry at her
presence. They drew her closer, hypnotically luring her
toward their lofty peaks.

Then she saw him, a man, a tawny mountain lion of
4 man, a cougar lying on the ledge. Majestic in sleep . . .
or death. She couldn’t tell.

Drifting nearer, she felt drawn by the force of his in-
ner power, a self he protected, hid from the world. A self
he'd closed off for so long that only the spirits knew of its
existence. He was alive.

She flew to the ledge and settled down beside him,
knowing that this place, this man was her destiny.



—

Spring, 1877

Raven Alexander knelt by the dying man, her clasped
hands resting against her knees, her head bowed. The
coals of a mesquite fire burned down, breathing lirtle
warmth into the shadows. But she did not feel the cold.

From outside the tepee came the sound of low, muf-
fied drumbeats, growing stower and slower, like the ebbing
of the old man's heart. Then came the keening of voices,
high, tight with grief, blown by the wind.

Death was no stranger to Raven. Her mother had lost
her life bringing Raven intc the world. Her boisterous
Irish father had been killed in a mining accident. Now she
was losing Flying Cloud, the man she’d always called Hon-
orable Grandfather.

Suddenly the old man opened his eyes and reached
out to clasp her by the arm. “Come close, my child,” he
said, gasping for breath. “l have little time.”

“Be still, Grandfather, you must rest.” She tried to
ease him back to the rug on which he lay, but he contin-
ued to hold tighe.

“No, you must listen. | have told you of the wealth
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of our people hidden in the sacred mountains to the south.
The time has come for you to go there, to claim the trea-
sure.”

“I den'’t understand.”

“The spirits will protect you, Raven. You must go.”

Flying Cloud let go of her arm and coltapsed back to
the ground.

“Grandfather? Please, | can’t leave you.”

“l have prepared you for this journey all your life,
Raven. You will find two men. One comes to you,” he
rasped, “in the form of the cougar.”

“Cougar?” Cver and over in recent weeks, she'd
drcamed of a sleek golden mountain lon.

“He'll take you to the other, the keeper of the sacred
treasure who wiil guide you to the place where the light
of the moon touches the light of the sun.”

“But I don't want to leave you now.”

“Go, my child. Promise me that you will do this
thing.”

She had no choice but to follow the wishes of this
man who'd been her rock in 2 changing world. “I promise,
Grandfather.”

With 2 heavy heart, Raven stood and backed away
from the man she’d loved all her life. His last words fol-
lowed her from the dwelling.

“Beware the bronze dagger.”

In a small cantina just south of the border, Tucker Farrell
watched the slim Mexican across the table blatantly deal
his Spanish friend a card from the bottom of the deck.
The Spaniard wore an open jacket, displaying crossed sil-
ver-trimmed leather straps filled with cartridges for the pis-
tol at his hip. Not cnly was he a crooked card player, he
was a bandit as well.
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The dealer gave a sharp laugh as he slapped a card on
the table before Tucker and moved on to the grizzled old
half-breed miner who'd tumed up earlier, and who, in or-
der to get into the game, had bragged about finding a lost
treasure.

Nothing new about that along the Rio Grande. Tales
of fost mines and treasure were routine. Tucker studied his
cards. He was holding a pair of fours. Anorher time, he
might have stayed in, but he weighed the possible loss of
his drinking money against his chances and threw in his
hand. He might have won, but a sure bottle was worth
more than a few hundred maybes.

The miner studied his cards, took two. When the old
man raised the bid, he shuffled his cards several times,
then pulled a nugget of gold from his pocket and threw it
into the pot.

The two remaining cardplavers looked at each other
and nodded. The onlockers grew quiet. Tucker would
have moved away had he not been caught up in the ten-
sion of the play. The hand progressed. Consternation was
abvious on the old Indian’s face. Now the pot held two
nugpets and what looked like a heavy gold watch fob set
with a ruby.

A sick feeling hit Tucker in the pit of his stomach.
The prospector was heading straight for trouble, and he
seemed oblivious to the danger.

“The bet, it is to you, old man,” the dealer said in
heavily accented English. “What do you say!”

Tucker wondered why the miner ook such a chance.
If he had actually found a treasure, it had to be worth a
lot more than a meager pot in a poker game.

Must be pride, Tucker decided. Hell, he could under-
stand that. He'd felr the same way, until he'd lost his own
self-respect and given up on finding it again.

“I have a name,” the old man said, a sudden burst of
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excitement giving him courage. “I am called Luce, the
keeper of the mountain.”

Just as quickly the bravado tumed to uncerrainty as
he wiped pemspiration from his forehead with the wom
sleeve of his shirt, “[-—I cannot cover the bet, not with
what | have. But I give you my marker. [ will retum with
the money, | swear.”

“We don’t take no markers,” the dealer's sidekick
said. “You'd better have money or it’s all mine.”

Tucker groaned and laid his hand on the pistol
strapped on his left hip, hoping he wouldn't have to use
it. The old Indian had been showing off. No tetling how
he’d come by his precious loat, but he was in the stew
now.

“But ! have more,” the old man insisted. “I do. [ will
make my mark.” He reached inside his pocket.

Tucker heard the sound of a pistol being cocked. Ah,
hell. The bastards weren't going ro let him get away. If
Tucker didn't act quickly, the bandits would have more
than the ofd man’s IOU. Without thinking, Tucker
reached for the bottle in front of him, knocking it over
on the cards. The dealer tumed his eyes on Tucker in
disbelief. '

“What the—1" the bandit swore, scrambling back-
ward.

“Sorry.” Tucker toock his bandanna from arcund his
neck. “I'll just wipe it up.” He lurched to his feet, slurring
his words just enough ro convince onlookers that he was
drunk.

At the same time, he stumbled, swept the nuggets and
the warch fob into his pocket, and collapsed across the
table, determined that the bandits not profit from their
cheating.

Then, as if he were trying to right himself, Tucker
pulled the table toward himself and, shoving the miner
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out the door, sagged backward, blocking the exit as he
fell. “I think I've had too much to drink,” he said with
an affected laugh.

“Get out of the way, you idiot!” The two men tried
to get past him, one of them firing at the escaping pros-
pector. Burt in his efforts to apologize and stand, Tucker
managed to delay both men long enough for the old miner
to get away.

The tirade that followed was in Spanish. Tucker
didn’t have to understand the exact words to know the
men weren’t going to let him leave the cantina peacefully.
It locked as if the half-breed wouldn't get his treasure back
after all. Still, it wasn’t until until they forced Tucker out
of the saloon and into the plaza beyond that he realized
what they had in mind.

The saloon emptied as the customers followed, ex-
pecting to be entertained by what was obviously a com-
mon occurrence in the village.

“You know what we do in Mexico to people who get
in our way?”" the dealer asked, a cruel grin exposing the
stark white of his teeth against his swarthy complexion.

“It was an accident. [ wasn't even playing. I'd already
folded.”

“You and the cld man were in cahoots. | saw you steal
the ruby,” the sidekick said. “Get a rope for the americano
outlaw, compadres. Then we po treasure hunting. Si?”

Suddenly the situation wasn’t so funny anymore.
Tucker opened his eyes and took in the circle of men. He
was a lot bigger and stronger than the Mexicans, but rhe
guns pointed ar his chest evened that difference.

“You can’t hang me.” Tucker drew himself to his full
height and looked the cocky little bastard straight in the
eye.

“Oh, but we can, sefior,” the man with the pistol
boasted. “We surely can.”
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Tucker swallowed hard. He might as well give them
the nupgets. Unless a miracle occurred, he didn't have a
chance in hell of living to return the gold. After all the
bad things he'd done as a soldier in the name of duty, he
was going to die for helping a man he’d never seen before.

“What the hell,” Tucker said. “This place has defi-
nitely lost what little charm it had. The whiskey’s bad,
the games are crooked, and as for women, haven’t seen
one ['d mess around with since [ left Amarillo.”

Tucker didn’t know whether his stomach, his pride,
or his manhood was suffering more. As his captors slipped
a rope around his neck, he knew he'd never satisfy any
physical need again. Returning the booty wouldn't change
anything. The only way he'd get out of there was to sprout
wings and fly.

Then suddenly he heard a low rumbling sound, like
the ripple of sails in the wind, that grew louder and louder.
The onlookers grew quiet as angry shrieks cut through the
air. The sky filled with hundreds of large, yellow-eyed,
black birds. They settled in the tops of the gnarled mes-
quite trees surrounding the plaza and on the roofs of the
buildings. Soon the hard-packed ground was black with
the querulous birds, while others hovered abaove the circle
of men.

The Mexicans looked at each other in alaom. Two of
them dropped to their knees, crossing their chests. The
others followed.

The birds continued to appear as if they'd been sum-
moned, closing out the sun and leaving the plaza dark and
cold. For a moment Tucker was stunned. Then, seeing
he'd been given a chance, he slipped the rope from his
neck and ran to his horse.

“Get me out of here, Yank,” he whispered, throwing
himself into the saddle and leaning against the animal’s
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neck. The birds scattered before them as, for once, the
horse followed orders and together they raced away from
the village toward the safery of the hills to the northwest.

Behind him the unnatural shrieks of the birds still
filled the air. Then, as quickly as they'd come, the flock
swept across the sky before him in a dark swirling mass,
blotting out the setting sun like a black-gloved hand.

A ripple of unease ran up Tucker’s spine. He didn’t
understand what had just happened, but he knew that it
was unnatural as hell, and maybe as close as he'd ever
want to be to the place. If he'd been a religious man, he
might have been unnerved. Now he galioped along an
unfamiliar trail in the burgeoning darkness, his freedom in
peril should the Mexicans decide to come after bim in-
stead of the old prospector.

After several hours of hard riding along the rocky ter-
rain and through shallow streams, Tucker reached a point
where he could look back over the area he'd covered. He
couldn’t see any evidence that he'd been followed. And

there was no sign of the half-breed Indian miner.
) The horse Tucker had given, in a moment of irony,
the name of Yank was breathing hard. Tucker was edgy,
not only from almost losing his life, but from the way in
which he'd been saved. He'd seen buzzards and he’d seen
crows. The flock that had dropped like a cloud over the
plaza was neither.

Shaking off the sense of unease that had traveled with
him, Tucker was satisfted that he'd escaped. It was rime
to give both bimself and Yank a rest.

Remembering his mad dash to safety, Tucker swore
and reached back to examine his saddlebags. The pint of
whiskey he normally carried was still there. He retrieved
it and, with his teeth, pulled the cork from the botrom
and spat it into his hand. He wasn’t normally given to
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heavy drinking, but he was not normally rescued by de-
mon birds either. Tonight he could wse a fittle courage.
He lifred the bortle.

When the bettle was half empty, Tucker Farrell re-
corked it and stuck it back into his pack. Not only was
he wide awake, but all his senses seemed enhanced. Once,
in the path of a tormado, he'd felt a sudden tingle in his
skin that announced some startling event. Tonight he fele
it again.

The moon had risen full and threatening, showering
the trail with moonlight, making him an easy targec to
anyone watching.

Even Yank seemed unusually high-strung. He stum-
bled and came to a stop as he encountered a rock that
had fallen from higher up. “Get on, you stubbom mule,”
Tucker cajoled.

Yank, truc to his name, bullied his Rebel master by
following orders only when they suited him. Tucker swore.
Getting himself killed was one thing, but injuring his
horse was something Tucker would never do. It was time
to find a place rc bed down hefore be fell off and rolled
back down the mountain to that godforsaken place he'd
escaped from.

Tucker disengaged one foot from the stirrups, swung
it over the saddle, and, leaning his upper body in the other
direcrion, slid to the ground. Too late he realized that he
should have dismounted on the side toward the mountain
instead of the side toward the ravine. As he tried to bal-
ance himself the earth beneath his feet gave way and he
shid stratght down, bouncing only once before he hit his
head on a rock and knocked himself our cold.

For most of her twenty-six years, Raven Alexander had
been torn between two worlds. Three days ago she’d left

them both.



@yeAVEN AND THE COWBOY 11

Pethaps her life would have been different if her fa-
ther hadn’t been Irish and her mother, Pale Raven, half
Arapaho. But her kinship with her mother’s people and
the Grandfather, Flying Cloud, had pulled at her, forcing
her 1o follow a separate path.

The leaving hadn't been easy. She'd had to fight her
older haif sister Sabrina’s disapproval from the moment
she’d announced her mission. Expecting Sabrina to un-
derstand the difference in their backgrounds had always
been impossible. Sabrina’s practical Irish mother had in-
stitled such responsibility in her children that Sabrina
would always consider herself head of the family.

Raven should have left in secret. That way, she’d
have been saved having Sabrina accompany her to Den-
ver, trying one last time to change her mind. “Raven, you
are not going to New Mexico, alone, on some kind of crazy
treasure hunt.”

Raven let her go on. All the Alexander sisters had
leammed thar when Sabrina set her mind to something,
there was no stopping her. Raven could only be grateful
that the other three sisters had married and moved away.
Otherwise she’d have been besieged on all sides.

“The country is changing,” Sabrina had argued. “The
Comanche and the Apache are at war. The ranchers in
the Southwest are bringing in gunfighters to stop the cattle
rustling. And you don't even know that the treasure ex-
ists."”

“Ir exists,” Raven explained once more. “And 1 must
find the keeper of the mountain. He will show me the
way.”

Raven didn’t know why she mentioned only one of
the men. Explaining that she expected to find a man who
came as a cougar was more than even she wanted to try.

“You're just going to ride off into the sunset and wait
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for some old man to step up and say, ‘Lock here, girl, I'm
to be your guide.” ™

Raven ignored her sister’s logic. She knew he would
come. “It's the Arapahos’ last chance, Sabzina. With the
gold, we can buy land, good tand, where all can live with-
out being dependent on either crocked Indian agents or a
government that changes the rules before the ink on the
treaty is dry.”

“But Papa’s silver mine is producing now, Raven. And
a share of it is yours. If you want to buy land, you can
have the money. You may be part Arapaho, Raven, but
you're Cullen Alexander’s daughter too.”

“Yes, my father was an Alexander, Sabrina, bur my
mother was an Indian. My hair is as black as the bird for
which [ am named. My eyes are brown and my skin has
been touched by the sun. We are sisters of the heart, but
we are different. We each have our own purpose in life. |
must follow my destiny.”

“Destiny, smestiny! You sound like some highbrow
English novel. The Arapaho will be fine on that reserva-
tion in Wyoming. What you need is to come back home
and forget about the Indians.”

“You forget, Sabrina, I am part Indian, more Indian
now than white. But more than that, [ made a promise.
It was Grandfather’s dying wish that I joumney to the
mountains in the south and find the guardian. [ gave my
sacred word.”

“What guardian?”’

“When the Arapaho tribe left the southem moun-
tains, part of their people stayed behind to guard the sa-
cred mountain. The secret of its location was feft to those
in the south, hut one member of each succeeding gener-
ation in the north was given the means to find the trea-
sure. Grandfather passed that secret to me. All [ have to
do is find the guardian.”
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“And how do you plan to do that?” Sabrina asked in
disbelief.

“I don't know,” Raven admitted. “Grandfather said
the spirits would guide me.”

Sabrina wrung her hands. “But why you?”

Raven wried to find the right words to explain. “Be-
cause those who are left are divided. Swift Hand and his
followers want to challenge the soldiers. The elders are
weary of fighting. There are fewer than a thousand Arap-
aho left, and they go to the reservation because they have
no choice. [ am the only one who can change that.”

In deference to her sister’s concem, Raven had
donned proper traveling clothes and taken the stapecoach
from Denver to Santa Fe. But her horse, Onawa, carrying
her Indian dress and bedroll, was tied to the back.

More than once in the last two days, she had regretted
her decision. Sharing her stage with a frightened mail-
order bride and her small daughter and a newspapetman
heading for Albugquerque made the journey seem endless.

“I'm Lawrence Small, a reporter for the New York
Daily Joumal,” the thin young man said eagerly. “Are you
a native of the West?”

“I was bom here, yes,” Raven had answered reluc-
tantly.

“And do you know any outlaws or cowbays?”

Once she answered, “Pm afraid not,” he lost interest
in Raven and began to intetview the woman who'd an-
swered an ad from a rancher who needed a wife.

Raven longed for her horse. Even her bones were sore
from bouncing around the hard seat. She'd long ago given
up on keeping the dust from her clothing, and the only
way she could control her hair was by braiding and cov-
ering it with the absurdly small hat someone had devised
as a way to torture its wearer.

Long before Santa Fe, she decided to leave the stage
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ar the next stop, remove the travel dress with its tiresome
bustle, and don her buckskins.

Taking in a deep breath of the crisp, cool air, Raven
cast her gaze outside the window and studied the moun-
tains looming larger in the lengthening shadows of late
afternoon. It was early spring and snow still capped the
rops of the peaks, giving their statk variegated edges the
look of jagged hard candy dipped in sugar frosting.

She longed to lie beneath the stars in peaceful soli-
tude. The moon would be full, a bright silver disk etched
with lacy shadows, resting against a dark tapestry embroi-
dered with pinpoints of starlight. The wind would sing to
her. From the looks of the clouds beyond the peaks, she
might even feel the cleansing rain sweep over the earth.

At times like this, the spirits would come. A kind of
stlver mist would fall over her, and everything would grow
quiet. Then, from somewhere beyond her mind, a chorus
of muted voices would begin to chant and she would ex-
perience what she had come to call her waking dreams,
dreams so real thar she could experience pain and fear.
But all the while, she’d be divorced from danger.

Longing for some kind of reassurance, at the next way
station she decided to carry out her plan. While the food
was being prepared, Raven found a private ptace to change
her clothing within a stand of cottonwood trees. The
travel dress with the bustle was stored in the bedroll along
with her slippers and petticcat. Her tired body welcomed
the soft buckskin dress and moccasins.

When she started back to the shack, the child met
her, eyes wide. “You look like a princess in a fairy story.
Do you have wings to fly?”

“No, | don’t fly, little one. But | am going to leave
you here and ride my horse actoss the pass into the moun-
tains.”

By the time the driver started to get worried about
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her whereabouts, the exotic Miss Alexander had been re-
placed by an Arapaho woman in a buckskin dress.

The stationmaster reached for his rifle.

The newspaperman gave a disbelieving whistle.

The mail-order bride fainted dead away.

Raven left her case and most of her clothing for the
bride, mounted Onawa, and rode west toward the moun-
tains, feeling freedom settle over her like a peaceful man-
tle.

This was her quest, her mission, the unknown she’d
waited for. Energy bubbled to life within her, and she let
out a cry of joy as the horse beneath her leapt forward.

“Ageeel"

On the third night, the moon rode high as Raven crested
the peak, casting a light as bright as day. She could hear
the labored breathing of her horse and regretted not mak-
ing camp earlier. Traveling unfamiliar territory was diff-
cult enough in the daytime. At night it was foolhardy. But
Onawa never faltered, and as Raven climbed hipher she
had felt herself drift into a spirituat meditation.

Now the horse slowed her steps, slinging her head as
if she were listening to some unseen voice. Raven, too,
sensed something she couldn't identify. They rounded a
boulder, and the path she followed went dark as it inter-
sected with another. Her horse stopped, waiting for direc-
tion. A shaft of moonlight suddenly found an opening in
the overhanging ridge above her, casting a circle of pale
silver around her that increased Raven’s unease. “Which
way, Grandfather?”

But there was no answet. Never had she been so tired.
Her food supply had been exhausted since she'd left the
main trail the day hefore, and other than a few berries,
she’d had nothing to eat since then. She could have foc-
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aged the countryside as she'd been taught by her mother’s
family. But she felt driven and she hadn't taken the time.
The area where she rode had become more and more
rocky, almost as if a playful child had picked up 2 handful
of assorted boulders and dropped them in a heap. The trail
was steep and barren, with little foliage and no wildlife,
except for the wave of black birds that appeared petiodi-
cally overhead.

Birds. For the past two weeks, she'd had recurring
dreams about large black birds and a rangy, untamed
mountain lion of a man with hair the color of the sun,
Then the man had gradually changed into a sleek, tawny
cougar whose power was as great as the control with which
he contained it.

Always before, Mother Earth had protected and pro-
vided for Raven when she was alone. This time she
seemed strangely distant, almost as if she were punishing
the child of her loins.

From the time she'd left the stagecoach, Raven had
moved scuth as Flying Cloud had directed, following some
inborn instinct. Now she was confused.

“Oh, Grandfathet,” she whispered, “show me the way
to the guardian.”

You will know the way, my child, The secret is hidden in
your heart, the path in your mind. The guardian is one of us.
Soom it will be clear.

“You choose, Onawa.” Raven allowed the horse free
tein. For a moment the small mare hesitated. Then, as if
she’d been nudged, she tumed to her left, raking the trail
that continued upward.

Raven felt as if she were being watched over, but she
was receiving conflicting images of her protectors. She had
to be careful. She'd walk for a while, restraining the brave
Onawa, who seemed suddenly eager to move ahead.

Searching inward, Raven reached out to the spirit
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world. Of late she was becoming more proficient at closing
out the real world and taking hersclf to a place of com-
munion with the spirits. Her sisters wouldn’t have under-
stood how she could feel the presence of those who'd gone
before, of the mountain, the moon, even the wind. Bur
she was paining the ability to make herself silent and lis-
ten.

There was a dangerous stillness in the night, a dark,
powerful force that lingered in the wind. Above, the stars
hung like teardrops in the black sky, so close that she
could almost reach up and wipe them away. It was only
then that she felt the dampness of her own tears on her
cheeks. For a moment she wanted to turn back, call out
to Sabrina, tell her that she needed to be the little sister
again. But that life was over and gone. Every step took
her farther away.

The savage call of a2 mountain iion echoed down the
canyon, bouncing off the boulders and raking her nerve
endings. Then came the answer, a response just as intense,
but less aggressive. He was calling to his mate and she was
answering in kind.

In the silence, she could hear the gentle slap of water
against the rocks below. The fresh wind added its whisper
to the scuff of the horse’s hooves and the animals’ cries,
all merging in a rhapsody of lonely sound.

Then a sense of purpose stole over her, a sense of
direction, an eagerness that quickened her pulse. She was
being drawn by something in the rocks above her.

Something, or someone, waited.
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Swift Hand stepped into the repee, lowered the flap be-
hind him, and took his place in the circle of men suz-
rounding the fire. He accepted the pipe packed with
tobacco, lit i, and toock a deep, slow draw, releasing the
smoke to waft upward across his scarred face.

“] have had a vision, a way to take back the land of
our people—our trees, our streams, and the buffalo,” he
said and passed the pipe.

Each member of the circle smoked and nedded his
agreement.

“The Great Mother Earth will share her riches with
us. She has provided a guide to show us the way.”

The pipe circled the fire once more, then a third time
before Swift Hand tapped it against one of the rocks and
spilled the tobacco onto the coals. The remaining shards
tumned into curls of fire and disappeared in smoke.

He looked at the man seated across from him. “We
will follow the white medicine woman. She will lead us
to great wealth. Are we agreed, Little Eagle?”

The young man with the eagle feather in his hair
nodded. “We are agreed.”
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Swift Hand knew that some of his followers were still
skeptical, but they were determined not to be relocated to
the Wind River Reservation with the elders. That land
belonged to the Shoshone. The Arapaho would have their
own land or they would die. No matter that Raven had
been chosen, he knew in his heart thar he was 1o take the
Grandfather's place.

Sounds Loud, one of the clder warriors, voiced the
question shared by them all. “But does she know the
place?

Swift Hand stood and stared into the coals. “Flying
Cloud made the child of his blood a medicine woman. It
is she who now speaks directly to the spitits, who shares
their great wisdom. But Flying Cloud’s vision was tainted.
It is wrong that a white woman knows our secrets. We
will let her find the guardian of the sacred mountain, then
we will claim what rightfully belongs to our people. The
spirits will protect us.”

There was a long silence, then an uneasy chorus of
assenting nods.

“So be it,” Swift Hand said. “We leave ar first light
to follow the path of the medicine woman who holds the
secret of the Arapaho treasure.”

Raven walked through the darkness, her feet moving with
certainty on the mountain trail. Onawa's hooves moved
beside her in tandem, almost as if the two separate trav-
elers were one.

The trail was sheer rock, the surface hard. Low-lying
clouds drifred like fog across the moon, filtering cut more
and more of the light. Now the wind picked up, lifting
sand and teaves and flinging them against Raven’s bare
arms and legs.

For the first time, she was afraid. How would she find
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these men who would tead her? Flying Cloud had told her
no name. He only knew that when his people had drifted
to the north, the chosen ones had remained behind to be
caretakers of the treasure.

*You will know him,"” Flying Cloud had said. “The
cougar will show you the way.”

Now a storm was coming. There would be rain soon.
And the mountain where she walked would be an unfor-
giving place to find shelter. She quickened her step. Then,
as if a warm, hard hand had been placed across the trail,
Onawa stopped.

Raven felt the wind die. Nearby, the cry of a cougar
echoed through the rocks. Not a cry of attack nor an an-
nouncement of his power, but a different seng-—enticing,
alluring, melodious.

She again recalled her dream of such an animal and
felt disoriented. The darkness around her seemed to switi
and change, circling her like a whitlwind of clouds. She
heard the chanting begin. But there was a new sound, a
gentle, rhythmic movement almost like the heat of drums,
as if she were back in the dream that had haunted her for
days. A raven and a cougar, lying together. The cougar
was grumbiing in a low voice as he watched the wary bird,
vet be did not harm her.

But this time she was awake. This time she knew that
she couldn't move her arms and fly. Still, there was no
ignoring the urge she had to move to the edge of the path.
Cautiously she stepped forward, searching the darkness for
the sight of the river.

The earth started to rumble, and suddenly the ground
on which she stood gave way. This time she didn’t move
her arms, and there were no feathers on her bedy. Instead
she bounced off a rock and tanded with a jolt on a ledge
below the place where Onawa stamped her feet and
neighed softly in alarm.



@%AVEN AND THE COwWBOY 21

Raven lay where she’d landed, her head aching. The
chanting grew louder and the swirl of fog returned to en-
vetop her, closing around her in a fitful sleep that rook
away all thoughts and dreams.

Across the valley, masses of rain-filled clouds boiled
over the mountains and descended to the ledge where she
lay. In the stand of trees farther up the trail, Onawa sought
refuge beside ancther horse, both animals nickering ner-

vously as the clouds approached.
But the rain held off.

It was the sound of thunder that woke Tucker, followed
by hard, pelting rain that stung his face. He sat up, diso-
riented for a moment as he tried to remember where he
was.

Rain. He was outside. But where was Yank? A flash
of lightning lit up the sky, revealing the side of the cliff
and an opening in the rock before him. He pushed himself
onto his elbows, his head vibrating as if he’d been hit by
the lightning flashing in the distance.

Gingerly he began ro feel his way toward the wall, his
hand encountering something in the darkness—something
that ought not to be there. An ankle. A slim ankle [eading
to a foot encased in a soft moccasin.

Tucker froze. He wasn't alone. Wherever on the west
side of hell he was, he had a woman with him. But why
wasn't she having a reaction to his touch? Another jagged
streak of silver split the sky and illuminated her face—he
could see that she was an Indian, wearing a buckskin dress.

He must have had mere to drink than he'd thought.
Maybe he was hallucinating. Or this was a dream. N, the
leg he held was real. It was warm and soft and feminine.
But scmething was wrong. No woman would sleep through
a storm.
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As the rain streamed down his face, Tucker tumed to
look behind him. All he could see was rain and—space.

Space! His stomach contorted and his knees quivered.
He said a small prayer of thanks that it was dark. He didn’t
want to know how high they were. They were on some
kind of damned ledge and she was hurt or unconscious.

He blinked, trying desperately to close out the ringing
inside his skull. Once a horse he'd tried to break had
kicked him and left him like this. A couple of times, he'd
tied on a good one, but nothing like this had happened
to him then. Too much whiskey made a man weak, and
Tucker Farrell never lost control.

The rain came down harder. The woman. If he didn’t
get her out of this downpour, she could die. Taking her
by the arm, he tugged her against him. With one hand
behind him and the other arm around her waist, he inched
away from the edge.

At last, with one final jerk, they were inside the cave,
out of the elements. Tucker shivered from being wet. His
bedrell was on Yank’s back, wherever Yank was. Tucker
didn't want to think that the horse had gone over the
edge with him. Tucker always took care of his horse. Just
like his namesakes, the big black was indestructible. They
were a good match, a Southem Rebel and a horse named
Yank. Both were survivors.

The cave was small and damp. The woman, still lying
against his chest, was cold. He shook her gently, waiting
for a reaction. But the only response he felr was his owmn
as the top of his index finger found the space beneath her
breast.

“Ma’am . . . Lady . . . I beg your pardon, but would you
wake up.”

She moaned and rumed slightly so that her face was
against his chest. His hand, below her breast only mo-
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ments ago, was now holding it. Tucker froze, waiting for
her to come to her senses and chastise him for his liherries.

But she didn’t wake. He had the absurd feeling that
he’d been cut into rwo people. His head ached fiercely
while the lower half of his body, very much aler, an-
nounced a raging male hunger. Until he understood what
was happening, he’d force his thoughts and touch away
from that need as he cradled her head and laid her down.

That's when he found it, the wound, blood now dried
across a deep cut in her scalp behind her ear. However
she’d come to join him in this godforsaken place, she, too,
had come accidentally. Nobody deliberately fell off a cliff.
But what was he going to do? The rain hadn’t ler up. It
was too dark to see how to get back to the trail, and he
wasn't sure he was steady enough on his feet to get them
there. His head ached like the devil.

If he could find some dry sticks or limbs, he could
build a fire. Relucranily he let go of her and waited for
the next flash of lightning. Once he was reasonably certain
that they weren't sharing the cave with any animals, he
began to explore, encountering the remains of a pack rat’s
nest.

In the cantina he’d had tobacco and matches. He
reached into his shirt pocket, hoping they were still there.
They were, along with the half-breed’s gold nuggets and
the watch fob. Now the bandits had another excuse for
chasing him—the loot.

Shielding his meager makings of a fire from the wind,
Tucker cupped his hands and struck the first match against
a stone. It flared briefly, then died. There were only a few
matches left. He couldn’t afford to waste another. By
rouch he found a tuft of dried moss and encircled it with
his legs, planting his back to the cave opening.

Over the moss he crumbled tiny Alings of dried leaves.
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Closing his eyes, he prayed for a moment of calm as he
lit another march. This time the moss blazed up, igniting
the sticks. Within moments he had a tiny fire going. By
its light he could see other animal nests and a stack of
pine cones. Wild animals hadn’t been the only ones to
use this small cave. He hoped the Indians in the area
wouldn’t decide to collect rent because he was using their
firestarters. He also hoped he wouldn't pass out.

With a fire going, he moved the woman farther into
the cave. The heat brought out the smell of whiskey
sopped up by his shirt when he’d knocked over the bottle
at the card game. He wished he had it back. It would taste
a hell of a lot better on the inside than out.

Though meager, the fire soon warmed the air inside
the small cave. Tucker sluiced water through the woman’s
head wound and winced ar the depth of it. He didn't know
why she wasn't dead. She could die still if he didn’t get
her warm.

Removing his shecpskin jacket, he covered her,
checking beneath her wet clothing for a sign that her body
temperature was rising. It wasn't. Finally, because he knew
nothing else to do, he lay down beside her and pulled her
against him. He didn’t intend to doze off, but the heat
from the fire and the woman’s body scon made him
drowsy.

As the storm raged outside, Tucker Farrell covered
himself and the woman with his jacket. Then he did
something he had never done with a woman before. He
slept.

Sluggishly, Raven felt life return to her body. Half awake
and half asleep, she snuppled closer to the source of the
heat. The fire dried her skin and her hair. The rain ceased
and the wind died down.
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She dreamed of an old man. He was telling her a story
about a lion and a raven. Foolishly the raven had chased
after a smalfl animal and been caught between two rocks
at the top of a cliff. The cougar was reluctant to climb
the rocks, but he couldn’t leave the silly bird trapped.
Finally, seeing the raven near death, the cougar climbed
up and freed the bird.

The raven flew away, squawking loudly, then turned
back and landed on the cougar's back. For the rest of the
journey, the two unlikely allies traveled together, each ow-
ing the other his life.

By the time the sun threw brassy light across the can-
yon, Raven knew, even in sleep, that she was the bird and
the presence beside her was the cougar.

Three bundred feet below, at the foot of the cliff, near
the river’s edge, Luce Santiage lay, his blood staining the
cteam-colored sand. He would die here. His father had
warned him. Now he’d brought abour his own downfall
by bragging about his treasure. It had been the cheap whis-
key and the looks on the faces of the men who'd wanted
no part of the old man.

For too many years, he'd felt their disdain, been
laughed at, forced to barter for food. For once in his life,
he'd been as good as they, better even, for he was the
guardian of the mowntain of treasure that his father’s fa-
ther, the man who'd been part Indian, part Spaniard, had
helped hide.

The words echoed in his mind from some long-past
time. As a hoy he’d been taken into the mountains, where
he'd pone without food and drink to purify himself for
what was to come. Naked and with his head shom, the
tattoos of his father’s people had been etched over his
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body. Afterward his father explained that from this day
forward, he, too, would become the keeper of the trust.

“When the time comes for you to die, you may reveal
the secret, just as | have done for you.”

“How?" he'd asked. But his father had only replied
that when the spirits called to him, he should once apain
give up all earthly things. He should bathe himself, fast,
shave the hair from his head. One would come to see that
his body was buried at the base of the barren side of the
mountzin in respect to the spirits who'd trusted him with
the secret, And he’d cautioned the boy that any man who
touched the treasure would surely die.

The boy had believed his father and waited. Finally
he'd {ost his wife, his children, and he had grown tired
and old. Soon it would be time for his spirit to leave. Just
once before he left this hard life, he’d wanted to be a man
respected.

Through the years, he'd crossed the mountain to the
other side. Once, when the earth trembled, he'd found a
way inside. Only ane time had he allowed himself to re-
move a bag of nuggets and a picce of jewelry, just enough
to buy food and supplies. He'd considered the gold small
payment for his vigilant care of the mountain. But in the
end, he couldn’t resist raking the jewel. He'd thought he'd
be safe. He would have been, had he not been foclish.

Now with a mountain of gold his for the taking, he
would die here as poor as the day he was bom. But not
vet. The one who would bury him according to the ritual
had not come—the next guardian of the sacred mountain.

When Tucker Farrell opened his eyes, it was morning. A
woman wearing a buttercolored buckskin dress was
watching him. She didn’t look real, but he couldn't be
sure. He clased his eyes again.
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“Who are you!” he asked and waited.

No answer. Carefully he cocked one eyelid, allowing
bleary light to seep through the narrow opening. So far so
good. He tried the other eye. The woman was still there,
serene and ethereal in the shadows, with suniight glaring
against the tedge behind her.

“Are you hurt?” she finally asked.

Tucker drew one hand from beneath the sheepskin
jacket which covered him and pressed it to the top of his
head. Something had happened last night. His chest
ached. He felt as if someone had attempted to lift his
scalp.

“Hell, yes!™ His voice was so graveily that he couid
scarcely speak.

“Where is the injury? She came up onto her knees
and started to examine him.

“Lady—uh, ma’am—whatever on the west side of
hell you are, keep your hands off me.”

She ignored him, slipping her fingertips beneath his
jacker and his flannel shirt and through rhe buttons of his
underwear to the bruised skin over his rib cage. As she
touched him he jerked away, stunned more by his reaction
to the beautiful woman than the pain caused by her fin-
gertips.

“I can't be certain that you are all right unless I touch
you. What's wrong? | don't understand,” she said, fooking
at her hands in surprise.

“Hell if 1 understand, either,” he cut her off. “Who
are you and what are you doing here?”

“I'm Raven Alexander.” Confusion fhlled her eyes.
“And I, too, seem to have fallen.” She leaned back, turn-
ing her head from side to side as if waiting for some unseen
presence to give her answers.

Tucker closed his eyes again. His frustration was due
not only to the roaring pain in his head, but also the hot
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liquid quality of her voice. He took in her woman smell
like an animal scenting danger and reacted just as strongly.
“You don't remember!”

“I was on the trail. Then—I'm sorry.”

“Yeah, we seem to have wandered into the same place
last night.” He rook a deep breath and winced.

“If you will tell me where you hurt,” she offered, “T'il
try to help.”

“Whoa! Listen, fady, you're the one who's hurt.
There’s a hole in your head [ could put a gun barrel in. 1
don’t even know how you're sitting vp.”

“There is no pain,” she said softly.

“And you're offeting help to a stranger. Aren't you
the least bit afraid?”

She looked around, considering his question. “Afraid?
No. 1 knew you would come. But I didn’t understand that
I would feel so odd—-so shivery.”

This time, Tucker couldn't hold back a scoff of dis-
belief. She felt shivery? He didn’t want to know what that
might mean. “Who told you? I didn't even know [ was
coming.”

“You came to me in a dream. | saw a cougar and a
raven in a barren place. When the raven was trapped, the
cougar freed it.”

“Ravens,” he repeated, remembering the flock of
black birds. “After what I've been through, I can believe
anything. Why this is happening is what 1 don’t under-
stand.”

“It was foretold by the spirits that we should come
together. ] starred on a journey and then [—I must have
fallen. When I woke up, | saw you. Please, let me help
You.”

The imprint of her hands on his chest still burned,
sending ripples of heat downward. The last thing he
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needed was more examination from this woman who
tumed cold inte hot.

“I don't think you want to know what hurts, lady.
And I'm sure as hell not in the mood for vou to fix it.
You just be still and let me see if [ can figure out where
we are.”

She pave him a curious look. “Of course.”

The woman moved away, gingetly touching the place
behind her ear. He could tell she'd discovered the wound
there, but, surprisingly, her expression showed no evidence
of pain.

She seemed undisturbed by the situation, and Tucker
sensed no fear. She seemed to accept his presence as or-
dinary. There were no birds, no fluttering wings, but
something just as unreal was happening here.

“Is someone pursuing you?” she asked.

The bandits. Of course. They had to be, unless the
birds had spooked them. At the shock of seeing her, he'd
forgotten what had happened. Now upright, leaning
against the cave wall, Tucker forced himself to remember.

Carefully he rotated his shoulders and moved his legs.
The only pain he had came from the lump on his head,
a few bruises on his back, and a rib that cut through him
when he breathed. He hadn't been attacked and nobody
had shot him. He must have dozed off and fatlen from his
horse. That explanation didn't make much sense, but it
was the only one he had for now. But what about the
woman!?

Now that he was in reasonable control of himself, he
tumed to face her. She was young, slender, her skin a
warm color, not from the fire but from being kissed by the
sun, her voice soft and mysterious. Her hair was as dark
as the night, her eyes as brilliant as the black stones he'd
seen once in a necklace worn by a woman riding in a fancy
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carriage. He'd never seen anyone who could sit so still or
be so quiet,

She wore her thick hair in a single braid that fell
across het chest. The woman had an elegant beauty about
her, a mystical way of tilting her head as if she heard
unspoken words. But more compelling than any of these
was the feeling of power that radiated from every part of
her. He felt as if he were in the presence of the gods, and
he didn’t like the awareness that she pulled from inside
him. Everything about her left him even more dazed.

All of this he knew without her speaking a word.

“You're an Indian.”

“I'm part Indian.” She looked down at her dress.
“Does that bother you?

He could have told her that it was the feel of her
body against him for most of the night that bothered him.
Indians weren't his favorite people, but something about
her trusting nature made him keep that to himself.

“Tust rell me you're not a Comanche. I've heard the
women take male prisoners and turn them into slaves.”

“I'm Arapaho and you're much too big for one woman
to hold you as a slave.”

He couldn't hold back a smile. “I don't know. You
seem to have strange powers.” That statement was cer-
rainly true. "I've managed to travel alone for thirty-two
years. This is the first time I can remember waking up with
a woman | didn’t go to bed with.”

“Don’t try to understand. Just accept what has hap-
pened. We were meant to come together. Have you had
no dreams of birds?

He gave her an odd look. “Dreams? No, but hundreds
of them saved my life yesterday. Black birds. | never saw
such a flock of black birds before. They got me out of a
pretty bad mess. Did you have anything to do with that™

“No,” she answered simply.
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This was all too much for Tucker. He licked his dry
lips. “Don’t suppose you happened to bring a canteen with
you?”

She shock her head. “I have this. An earlier occupant
must have left it here on the ledge. The rain flled it with
water.” She reached for a piece of broken pottery and
handed it to him.

He swallowed the liquid as if it were the tonic once
made by his mother, the one he'd had to hold his nose to
swallow every spring. To his surprise the water was sweet
and cool, and in a few minutes his head began to clear.

“It’s been a long time since a drink of water had that
effect on me,” he said, bepinning to consider the possi-
hitity that this woman might not be what she seemed.

She was studying him quizzically. “One cannot un-
derstand the workings of Mother Earth. She sends many
gifts thar we accept withour question.”

“If you're telling me that Mother Earth sent those
hirds 1o save my neck, don't. I don’t understand and I
don’t want to. Right now all I want to do is get back up
there and check on my horse. Don't guess you saw any
sign of a ladder, did you!”

“No, but while you wete sleeping 1 looked around.
There appears to be a kind of path around the wall head-
ing up. Whoever used this cave in the past had to have a
way to get down and back. I didn't follow it because |
didn't want to leave you. [t's very namrow.”

Tucker groaned. No point in telling her that he’d
likely took down and pass out cold. If he didn't fall, the
height would paralyze him and he'd end up a mummified
corpse stuck to the side of this godforsaken cliff.

“] think we should hurry,” she said suddenly, tilting
her head. “Riders approach from the south.” Too quickly
she tried to stand, swayed unsteadily, and caught Tucker’s
anmn.
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“Whoa there!™ He grabbed her, sliding his am
around her as he had last night when he'd pulled her into
the cave. It all came flashing back, the feel of the woman
against him, the way she nestled close. He greaned and
would have let her go had she not locked up at him with
such trust in her eyes.

Damn! Whar was he going to do with her? He
couldn’t leave her there, yet he couldn't be sure he could
get his own self back to the tmail. “Riders? How can you
tell?”

“] hear the horses’ hoofbeats in the rock. Listen, you
can hear them tco.”

“Riders? Hell!” Tucker listened, but ail he could hear
was the pounding in his head. Could it be the bandits!
Why weren't they following the old miner? Tucker didn’t
know where the treasure was. If they discovered Tucker
instead of the prospector, they were going to be even mad-
der. A second escape was unlikely, especially now that he
was not alone.

Tucker picked up his jacket, offered it to the Indian
girl. When she refused, he threaded his arms through the
sleeves. Wearing it was easier than camrying it.

Taking one final deep breath, he whistled and waited
for Yank’s answering neigh. A second horse echoed Yank’s
reply, and as Tucker closed his eyes and stepped out on
the lip of the rock, he heard the two animals moving
above them.

“I hope that second homse is yours.”

“Yes, Onawa follows us. Do we go?”

“We ery.” Taking a chance, he locked down and
SWOTE.

This was not going to be easy. He had to find a way
to think about something other than his body bouncing
off the rocks below.

“Onawa. What does it mean?
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He delayed. She trusted him to get her out of this
mess when his feet refused to move. How in hell was he
going to force himself out onto thar ledge?

“Onmawa means wide-awake,” she said. “Don’t look
down. Just stick close to the wall and Pl be beside you.”

She gave him a nudge and tried to find something to
take his mind off his fear. “Do you have a name?”

“Several.”

“Which of them shall I call you?”

He finally took a step, a deep breath, then another
step.

“The name | was born with is Tucker, Tucker Far-
rell.”

For a long minute, he hugged the cliff, his arm still
supporting her, his nose pressed against the hard rock wall.
Then his foot hit a loose pebble, which rolled to the nar-
row edge and fell. There was no sound of it hitting bot-
tom.

He froze again.

“Tucker Farrell,” the woman said softly. “l like that
name. A proud defender.”

He would have argued that the only thing he de-
fended was his own life, but he had a sudden flash of the
miner back in the cantina. Coming to his aid had been a
tempotary aberration. He wondered if the old man had
gocren away, how badly he'd been shot. For a moment,
Tucker allowed himself to admit that he’d done a good
deed. Then he remembered the necktie party and what
had almost happened.

“Don’t count on me, ma'am. 1'm just a drifter, a misfit.
Nothing valiant about me.”

“Your animal power comes from the cougar, Mr. Far-
rell. You are, or you will become, that proud creature. |
know. | have dreamed it.”

As Tucker stewed over that bizarte observarion, he
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forgot his fear and tock a step, then another. *“Where'd
you get a name like Raven?" he asked.

“That was my mother's name. It is tradition. 1 am
considered a spirit woman.”

“Spirit woman. Of course. | should have known that.”
As he considered that revelation, they reached the top of
the trail,

“Onawa! My friend.” The Indian woman laid her
head against the neck of the small black-and-white horse
for a moment before climbing on. She rode without a sad-
dle.

Yank looked from Tucker to the filly and hack again,
his great nostrils blowing air, his head held high as if to
say, I'm the protector here. Tucker gave the horse a dis-
gusted look and patred his saddlebags to make sure his
supplies were stifl there. Satished that they'd weathered
the storm, he climbed on the horse and prepared to bid
his unusual companion farewell.

“Which way do we go?” Raven asked. “Do we con-
tinue along the trail, or do we make our way to the canyon
floor below?”

“Now wait just a minute, ma'am. There is no ‘we.’
I've got a gang of Mexican bandits behind me who think
I separated them from the location of a lost treasure. You'd
better find yourself another traveling companion.”

“Lost treasure?"

Hell, he'd dene it now. Not only was there a treasure-
crazed band of outlaws behind him, the woman beside him
had that same glaze of recognition in her eye. Had she
followed him? Did she know about the treasure and expect
him to lead her to it?

At that moment, Raven led the way, nudging Onawa
into a trot.

Tucker swallowed his protest and followed. “Don’t ex-
pect me to take you to any treasure. ! don't know a thing
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about it. I just helped an old prospector who bragged about
finding it.”

“The treasure will wait. We must hurry,” Raven said.
*Your pursuers ride hard. They mean you harm.”

Damn, be didn’t want to have to kill anybody. He'd
done enouph of that as a soldier, fighting first his own
kind, then the Indians. For the last few years, he’d man-
aged to avoid trouble. The only time he used his gun now
was in self-defense or to kill for food. Yet he was beginning
to feel a kind of tension settle over him. Even Yank didn’t
have to be urged.

“All right. The horses need water. We'll make our
way to the river. We can find better hiding places there.”

Raven nodded.

Tucker peered over the edge of the trail and winced.
“l don't suppose you know the way down, do you?”

“No, but it doesn't matter. We'll find it.” The spirics
will guide you, a voice said as clearly as if someone had
spaken,

Raven glanced at Tucker, who was studying the trail
behind them. She could feel the urgency building inside
her, but she didn't know if it came from their pursuers or
the man beside her.

As the horses moved along, Raven emptied her
thoughts. She could almost feel the earth tremble, as if
she were riding across the plains, a herd of buffalo coming
toward her, a herd of cattle behind, the cliff on one side
and the mountain on the other. Sometimes, if she waited,
she’d hear the sounds of drumbeats and chanting, signaling
the coming of a vision.

She glanced up and caught sight of a single black bird
over her, flying along as if it were some kind of totem,
protecting her.

Nah'ni chita-ini. Lock, O maid, behold me.

And Raven understood she was to follow. There
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would be no vision. Instead the spirits had sent a visible
guide to lead them.

The trail came to the intersection. The bird overhead
flew straight, following the trail that had begun to drop.
It let out an urgent squawk and dipped over the edge of
the canyon rim before disappearing from sight

The sun went behind a cloud, and the earth turned
cool for a moment as the mountain cast its shadow across
the trail.

Tucker swore.

Raven shivered and wondered what lay ahead.

The bird gave a final cry from somewhere in the can-
yon below.
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Mote than an hour passed before Tucker reined Yank to
a stop and measured their progress.

Between his headache, his sote ribs, and the woman
tiding in front of him, he was having difficulty focusing
on the task at hand.

A fine pair they made. Both had been on the trail
and both had fallen, yet she didn't even seem atarmed. It
was almost as if she'd expected him. If he were a super-
stitious man, he'd be looking over his shoulder. The one
thing he did know was that being with him put her in
danger. More than that, he was entirely too conscious of
her as a2 woman. What in hell was she really doing here
and where were they going!

The treasure had to be the answer, She must be look-
ing for it to. If she didn't know about it, he couldn’t for
the life of himself figure out why she'd want to ride with
hira.

Tucker had no illusions about hiraself. He was a black
sheep, a man who'd deserted his country's army because
he'd disagreed with the orders he’d been given. He had
no future and a past that not even he liked to dwell on.
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He'd done nothing to impress her with his kindness. He
was hot, thirsty, and hungry, and his rib cage ached un-
mercifully. The crowning insult was the unmistakable
smell of spilled whiskey.

She stopped.

“What's wrong?” Tucker asked, expecting to hear her
say that she was [eaving him on his own. He was shocked
to realize he'd be disappointed to see her go. That was the
last thing he wanted to feel, but he liked riding with her.
For the first time in a long time, he felt like sharing him-
self with another person—something he'd never thought
he'd do again. He concentrated on the set of her shoul-
ders.

Raven, feeling the intensity of his gaze, didn’t allow
herself to look at him. Until she knew what to do, the
less connection between them, the better. She understood
he was part of her quest, but she wasn't yet comfortable
with him or the feelings he provoked in her.

He was such an imposing figure, strong and powerful.
Though he was gruff and distant, and clearly had been on
the trail for days, she couldn’t stop her uncomfortable
awareness of him as a man.

Raven had aways been aware of the special feelings
that existed between a man and a woman. First she'd seen
her sisters fall in love. Then, in the Arapaho camp, she'd
watched her Indian sisters and brothers express their in-
terest in each other, openly and joyfully.

But Raven had never experienced such thoughts be-
fore. The sensation was not only disconcerting but un-
wanted. She was on a mission for the good of her people.
Nothing, not even this man who was to show her the way,
couid be allowed ro distract her.

“We go down here.”

Tucker looked at the space in the rocks to which she
direceed her horse and shook his head. “The hell you say.
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I've been known to climb down a few ravines on foot, buc
to ride off the side of a cliff is something even Yank won't
do.”

But Yank, who always did what Yank wanted to do,
followed Onawa, carefully planting his feet between the
huge rocks as he stepped off the side of the mountain. If
asked, Tucker would never have admitted that he closed
his eyes, hut he did. Then, realizing thar Yank was moving
steadily downward with little effort, Tucker chanced a
look.

Miraculously, they were on a trail, narrow but open.
It twisted back and forth so that at any given time the
only view was of the boulders ahead or the rocks beside.
Unless a person knew the trail was there, it would never
be seen. With any luck the bandits, if they were bchind
him, would ride on by.

For the first time, Tucker began to breathe easier.

“How did you know about this trail?’ he asked.

“] didn’t know. The spirits sent a guide. Onawa simply
followed.”

Tucker didn’t argue, but he didn't believe her either.
She’d been here before. Why didn’t she admit it? Because
she shared information only when she felt it necessary,
otherwise Onawa’s knowledge was a convenient answer for
anything she didn’t want to divulge. So? He'd go along.
Believing that the horse was leading them made as much
sense as Spirit messages.

She was dressed like an Arpaho. He recognized the
designs along the neckline of the garment. But now, in
the sunlight, he could see that her background was as
much white as Indian. The combination made her lock
exotic. Everything about her was different from any
woman he'd ever known, Her dark hair was tied with a
strip of soft leather that seemed to match the fringe on
her dress. He could see the wound beginning to scab over.
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She seemed at ease riding bareback, allowing herself
to roll with the horse's gait. He took an appreciative
glance at her long, shapely legs that she made no attempt
to hide—unlike the women he'd known in the more civ-
ilized societies in which he'd traveled long ago.

Tucker would like to have seen Lucinda, the woman
he’d once rhought to marry, in a huckskin dress with a
fringe at the bottom.

That thought was too much and he let out a silent
chuckle. Hell, Lucinda’s skin had never been exposed to
the open air. He took another look at the woman who
called herself Raven, and the thought of bare skin sent an
arrow of need piercing through him. Even his rib hurt as
he drew in a long, ragged hreath,

Whoa, Tuck! This is not the time for fantasies, and a
woman who calls herself a spirit woman sure as hell isn't the
one to fantasize about. He had no explanation for the birds
that had come to his rescue, but he wasn’t ready to believe
in spirits. Still, his companion was giving him second
thoughts.

“How much farther to the bottom?” he asked.

“Fro the sound of rhe water, I'd say we're close.”

Tucker inclined his head and listened. The only
sound he could hear was the pounding in his head. What-
ever the sweet-tasting water had taken away, the sun and
the uneven ground had started up again. A dull roar
sounded, growing louder. He could even feel it shake the
eatth beneath them.

“Wait a minute. That’s not a river.”

“Shush! Don’t talk,” the woman whispered.

Both horses stilled, and Tucker waited. He wouldn’t
have been surprised to see Geronimo lift his head from
beyond the boulders. Then he realized what he heard.
Horses. Many horses, passing along the trail overhead. The
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ridets stopped and began to argue. One group wanted to
go back, the other forward.

“The old half-breed wouldn't have disappeared with-
out a trace.”

Tucker recognized that voice. It was the bandit leader
from the cantina, the one with the crossed bandoliers full
of shiny bullets.

“But Porfiro, what about his partner, the one with the
gold hair who was rescued by the birds?”

Tucker cringed. Partmer? If they truly believed the old
miner was his partner, they'd be on his trail forever. The
bandits saw him as some kind of supernatural being. He
might have laughed had it not been for the woman with
the dark eyes who came from nowhere to ride beside him.
It was oo strange. He was just a cowboy, trying 1o stay
alive. He didn't believe in any spirit world.

Yet the woman with him called him a cougar. She
saw him as some kind of primirive creature. And she
seemed to care, For too long there’d been nobody to care
what he was. He'd become a faceless drifter who came and
went with the seasons.

All his family were gone. All excepr Lucinda. The
woman he'd been engaged to marry was now the wife of
the mayor of Cinderville, South Carolina. The Yankee
who'd come there after the war had claimed the spoils of
victory: the Farrell farm, the future Mrs. Farrell, and—
Tucker allowed himself a silent laugh—the pigs that were
the one part of the farm Lucinda had despised. Tucker
had gotren past losing his family. He’d even gotten over
Lucinda. Knowing that her new husband had tumed the
horse farm into nothing but a pig farm made up for it
somehow.

Yank moved restlessly.

Raven looked up the trail at him and put a finger of
silence to her mouth.
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“What was that, Porfiro” the sidekick asked anx-
iously.

“Some kind of bird, Juan. Let’s go on.”

“A bird?" The fear in the fArst man's voice was con-
tagicus. The others began to whisper. :

“Just a lietle hummingbird, you fool. Are you going
to let a sound stop us from finding the treasure? Not Por-
firo. 1 will be rich.”

“I do not fear the hummingbird,” Juan answered. “It
is the black birds. Look, one follows us. | am worried. Let
us leave this place before dark.”

More animated discussion followed, then the men
moved off down the trail, quietly now, as if listening.

Raven held Onawa still for a long time. The sound
of a loose pebble could travel in the canyon, sometimes
bouncing off the walls in an echo that was iouder than
the original. Finally she nudged the horse forward, making
sure Tucker followed.

The Mexican bandits had clearly been in search of
another man besides Tucker. In fact, they'd made it sound
as if the two men were partners. And they'd mentioned a
treasure. That thought filled Raven’s heart with dread. She
knew that Tucker was meant to take her to the keeper of
the mountain, but now someone else seemed to know it
too.

Another half hour passed before the sound of rushing
water reached Tucker’s ears. Never a man to make trouble
where there was none, be'd hidden his anxiety by focusing
on the mysterious woman in front of him, wondering how
she'd taste, how she’d feel in his arms. He had lulled him-
self into a dreamlike state by the time Yank threaded his
way through the rocks and stepped out onto the sandy bar
along the river.

The horses moved swiftly toward the water. “No!
Wait!" Raven drew Onawa to a sudden stop. Yank, close
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behind her, lowered his head and halted abruptly in his
favorite trick of trying to dislodge Tucker.

“Not this time, you bag of bones.” Tucker slid off the
horse 1o the ground. But he hadn’t counted on Yank's
continued obstinacy. The Reb might try, but the big horse,
determined to have the last word, lowered his head and
butted Tucker forward, depositing him in the shallow wa-
ters of the Rio Grande.

“Christ!” he roared, reaching for his hat as it skittered
out of reach and started a merry rush downstream."What
in the west side of hell is wrong with you, horse?

The animal merely tossed his head and waited.

Raven smothered a grin as she climbed down and led
both animals to the water. She knelt down to drink, then
sat back and studied the soft sand. She had to remain caim
and give her mind a chance to understand. Sconer or later
the spirits would speak to her. Uncertain, she started up
the canyon, feeling the vibrant aura of the ground.

She concentrated on the power thar propelled her,
stronger now. Someone had been there before them, per-
haps the night before. Someone who’d bheen wounded.
The path of his bleod was enly just visibie in the slightly
pink sand. Was that how the bandits had followed the
trail? No, if the rain had washed most of the bloed from
the sand, it would have cleansed the rocky surface they
had traveled.

She heard Tucker splash out of the water behind her.
She tumed and watched him plant his wer Stetson on his
head. He wiped the beads of water streaming down his
face with the bandanna he'd worn around his neck.

“Where is he? she asked.

“Who! Where's who!”

“The man you were traveling with.”

Tucker blinked, then with an exaggerated motion,
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wiped the water from his ears. *“What man? | may have
hit my head, but I know I was alone—that is, until you
came along.”

“Whoever he is, he’s hurt.” She studied the shadows
along the eastem side of the canyon. “And he’s hiding
somewhere nearby, I think.”

“How can you tell?” Tucker asked, but he wasn't cer-
tain he wanted to know. The only man he knew to be
hurt was the old prospector, and being in the same place
with a man holding the secret to a treasure was not a
healthy place to be at that moment.

What he ought to do was get some rest, follow the
tiver back to Colorado, and keep on going west. He'd
heard that QOregon was opening up. Good home country
there. If he could come up with a stake, he could raise
horses, cartle maybe.

Cattle were a damned sight better than the pigs being
raised on his father’s plantation back home. And it was
time he stopped drifting.

“Tucker, the men who were following us went on
past, but we don't know that the trail won't lead them to
a place where we can be seen. | think we'd better find
your partner before they come back.”

“He's not my partnet.” Tucker picked up Yank’s reins
and followed the woman, who seemed to be reading some
kind of map in the sand. I never saw him before he came
into the cantina yesterday to play poker.”

“] see. And what about the treasure those men are
after?”

“Don't know a thing about a treasure. Don't know
who the old man was or where he came from, [ just didn’t
tike those pistoleros shooting somebody who was just reach-
ing for a piece of paper.”

She reached the canyon wall and stocd, closing her
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eyes, as if waiting for something to direct her steps, until
they heard a low moan.

“Here, Tucker, he’s in here.”

Behind a houlder in a shallow recess lay the old man,
crumpled, pale, afraid.

Until he saw Tucker.

“Sefior.” He smiled in recognition. “The sunlight you
bring with you is bright. For 2 moment [ could not see.”

“It's you.” Tucker knelt beside him. “I thought you
got away.”

“No. In spite of your help, ’'m afraid the bullet was
more lethal than I thought. I have lost much blood. I was
a foolish old man and now 1 will die.”

“Nonsense. You just got a nick in the shoulder. I've
had wormse. Let me have a look.”

“Luce,” he reminded Tucker again. “My name is Luce
Santiago.”

Tucker glanced at the wound and confirmed what he
already suspected. It was bad. i the man weren't so old,
if he hadn’t ridden all nighr, maybe the stary would be
different,

Tucker glanced around the harsh confines of the area
with a sinking heart. The old man was gaing to die.Tucker
couldn't see a damned thing they could do about it. He
looked at Raven, but she was staring at the old miner as
if she'd seen a ghost.

“We'll huild a fire and get you warm,” he began.

“No—no, you must take me home. | must not die
before 1 reach the place where I am to be buried.” He
turned to Raven as if he’d just noticed her presence. “Yes,”
he whispered. “It is you for whom 1 have waited. You must
see that 1 am properly buried, daughter of the moon.”

Raven nodded slowly. She could see the smoky veil
of death surrounding him. And she understood that he
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was the guardian she'd been sent to find. Tucker had
brought her to him. Three wounded strangers had come
together. Each had their part to play.

“Where are you to be buried, old man?” Tucker asked.

“At the barren base of the sacred mountain where the
sun and the moon meet.”

“Where the light of the moon meets the light of the
sun,” she whispered. Grandfather's words to her, the lo-
cation of the treasure.

But Luce didn't answer. He'd closed his eyes.

Raven tumed to Tucker, this time with a stem ex-
pression on her face that boded no good. “Do you, too,
took for the sacred mountain that hides the treasure?”

“Lady, I don’t know anything about any treasure.”

“Then how do you account for this?" She slipped her
fingers beneath her dress and drew out the gold watch fob
and the nuggets.

“I forgot about them. I'll be damned.”

“Most likely,” Raven agreed, skepticism written across
her stoic face.

*The old man bet with them in the poker game.”
That’s what had started all rthe trouble, Tucker thought.
“] was going to retum them.”

“Don’t deny that you would like to share in the trea-
sure. | wouldn't believe you.”

Tucker turned guilty eyes toward his Indian compan-
ion. He hadn’t constdered it before, not consciously, but
he could use the gold to buy land, to stare his ranch. “This
is where you were coming all along, tsn't it!”

“Yes,” she admitted. “I was sent by the Grandfather,
Flying Cloud, to find the sacred treasure of the Arapaho.”

“And what makes you think it belongs to your peo-
ple? Tucker asked.

“It belongs to the Ancient Ones,” the injured man
said without opening his eves. “You will be the keepers of
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the treasure. But know this, Mother Earth jealously guards
that which has been entrusted to her. Your hearts must
be pure.”

Raven nodded. “Yes, Tucker. It was meant to be. You
will help me find my people’s treasure, and I will share it
with you. Will you do it?”

Here it was, commirment, the future he'd aveided, the
tomorrow he’d never expected to have, being offered to
him. It was time to see the bet or fold. And suddenly he
knew he couldn’t drift anymore. Spirit woman or not,
some power stronger than he had stepped in and forced
his hand.

He gave a wry laugh. “What else do [ have te do? 1e’s
a deal.” Tucker almost reached for her. He had a strong
desire to seal their bargain with a kiss. But he knew the
occaston was much too solemn for that. A cowboy didn't
kiss a spirit woman. He only returned her nod of accep-
tance.

From behind them came the weak voice of Luce. “I
pray you, beware the bronze man. Beware the dagger!”
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Treasure.

Tucker studied the woman and Luce, wondering what
in hell he had gotten himself into. If there actually was a
treasure, and if they found it, the possibilities were endless.
But he'd never been much of a gambler. Whar he could
be holding here was the Dead Man’s Hand. Thieves, a
spirit woman, a dying old man, and he had to add himself,
a fool. He could end up dead, just like Wild Bill Hickok
had in Deadwood last year.

The other cardplayers never knew what Wild Bill's
mystery card was. He had been shot before it could he
revealed. But Tucker knew his; it was his spirit woman.
And the cause of his death wouldn’t be a shot in the back,
like Hickok. His cause was staring straight at him.

“Listen, Raven,” he began. *l don't know if you really
believe all this treasure business, but you've put your life
in danger by teaming up with me and Luce. I'd take you
back to the nearest American sertlement, but I don’t think
the old man would make it. And I'm not sure we'd get
past the bandits.”

“Thank you, but 1 can’t po back. If I die, then it was
meanst o be.”
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“Why is it that every time you speak, [ wait for thun-
der to roll and lightning to flash? His question came out
more like a threat, and he knew his tightly leashed fury
frightened her. Bur she straightened her shoulders and jut-
ted out her chin.

“] don't know what you mean,” she said. “I'm sorry [
make you angry.”

“You don’t make me angry. You make me—" crazy,
wild, he would have said. “Damn it, Raven, you shouldn’t
go around trusting strangers.”

“But you're not a stranger. You're part of my—my
totem. You're the cougar in my dream. Your animal power
is one with mine. Grandfather said it would be so.”

Tucker reached out and caught her arm before he re-
alized what he was doing. “I'd like to speak with your
grandfather. It seems to me that he did a whole lot of
talking without knowing what he was setting you up for.”

Raven’s face went white. “Grandfather is dead. Just
like the rest of the Arapaho if [ don’t ind the treasure.”

“And suppose you do, what then?”

“T'll buy land so that they won't have to live on a
reservation. So they won’t bave to depend on the govem-
ment.”

Tucker didn’t know whar to say to that. He had his
doubts that the American government would aliow the
Indians to buy land, but then, they would probably find a
way to stop him from getting his ranch too. “This whole
treasure-hunting idea is dangerous,” he said. “Don’t you
understand that bandits are chasing this old man, pistoleros
who will torture him for his knowledge? Then they’ll kill
you, but only after they've done—terrible things to you.”

She shook her head slowly. “No. You wiil protect
me—and Luce.”

Tucker groaned. He had to get through to her. He
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was no saint, even if he wanted to be. “Raven, even I'm
not that good a fighter.”

“Please.” She laid her hand over his. “You're wrong
about yourself, This is the way it is meant to be. Alone
we are weak, at the mercy of evil. But we've come together
here, in this place, to accomplish our goals—together.”

Together? This time Tucker swallowed his oath. Long
apo, when he'd retumed from the war and found the life
he'd fought for gone, he'd accepted that fate played inter-
esting pames with a man’s life. If he hadn’t been certain
then, he’d had that knowledge brought to life forever
when he’d watched soldiers call innocent women and chii-
dren savages and slaughter them in the name of good.

But all this was too much for a drifter like him. He
didn’t understand what was happening, and he didn’t want
to. If it meant dying, Tucker didn't want the treasuze; the
ranch was only a dream.

But he was a sucker for dark eves and wounded old
men. And, he told himself as he walked Yank over to
Luce, he'd get Luce home te die. That was the honorable
thing to do. Whether or not he wanted to admit it, he
still had a tiny, stubborn sliver of honor.

Yank would have to camry both Tucker and the in-
jured man. Tucker hoped that, for once, the stubbom an-
imal didn’t try to continue fighting the War Between the
States. The horse had been on the winning side, and he
seemed to delight in reminding Tucker of it as often as he
could.

Had Luce been an cutlaw, Tucker would have folded
him over the horse’s back like a sack of flour. But he
wasn't, And once Tucker made up his mind to gec the
miner home, he wasn't going to fail.

Lifting him into the saddle was pure agony for Tuck-
er’s injured ribs. With Raven’s help he finally got him up
and slid in behind. Keeping Luce upright was not going
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to be easy for either man. Finally Tucker removed the rope
the old man used to hold up his pants and tied the two
of them together at the waist. Now Tucker could use his
arms to support the man’s head and prevent it from lolling
forward. It didn’t relieve the pressure of Luce’s weight
against his ribs, bur it stopped the jostling that set off fresh
waves of pain.

“Downtriver,” Luce gasped, and slumped forward.

The mist rising from the water burned away under the
heat of the brassy moming sun. There was a quietness at
the bottom of the steep cliffs through which the river had
run for centuries, and an absence of animal life gave a
curious empty feel to the canyon.

Only an occasional bird glided along on the brisk air
currents that funneled through the slash in the earth.
They came upon a solitary family of quail which had ob-
viously flown in, hatched little ones, and apparently been
unable to leave.

Raven kept a sharp eye on the edge of the cliffs, but
a dozen men could be watching and she wouldn’t know
it. They were too close to the wall to look up and see
anything but sky. And they were easy targets. Their horses’
footfalls were loud in the silence, making them easy to
track, easy to kill.

Finally the old man roused himself and spoke again.
“Cross the river here and ride toward the cluster of black
rocks with the jagged rim.”

“I hope it isn't much farther, Luce. My stomach is
ready for some food, and you need a bed and some rest.”

“Not far” was the answer. “Behind the rock is a way
up.“

They crossed the water, shallow but fast moving, and
made their way silently to the ebony-colored rock that
tock on the shape of inverted fingers, the knuckles form—

ing the jagged edge.
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Something about the formation made the hair stand
up on the back of Tuckers neck. He glanced around,
searching the top of the ridge. Were they being watched?

But he couldn’t see anybody there.

Nothing about this made any sense to Tucker. He
ought to be halfway to Oregon. How in hell had he ended
up down here with a wounded man and a woman who
was tying him in knots with her lush, regal presence!

The trail behind the rock was exactly where the otd
man had said. Once they located it, Raven directed Cn-
awza back to the river and zlong the bank for a short dis-
tance, then rode the filly into the water and doubled back.
She climbed down, looked around, and finatly asked for
Tucker’s bandanna.

“What are you going to do with that?”

“Cover our tracks,” she said.

Puzzled, he removed it and handed it to her.

“Now your hat.”

The bandanna was one thing, his hat was something
else. It was only beginning to dry after its trip down the
river.

“Hurry.” Her voice forced him into action. Sooner or
later he was poing te have to explain that he didn’t take
orders from a woman, [ndian or white.

Quickly she filled his bandanna with river-smooth
pebbles and his hat with fine dry sand. After dragging the
bandanna weighted down with rocks to smooth out the
hoofprints, she covered the area with a layer of sand, then
returned the handkerchief and the hat to Tucker.

He studied the grains of sand clinging instde the band
and frowned. “Hell! You could have used your moccasin
instead of my hat, Spirit Woman.”

She grinned unexpectedly as he whacked the Stetson
against his thigh. I could. But my feet are clean. [ didn’t
think you'd notice any more dirt.”
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He scowled back at her. She was right. He was a mess,
travel weary—he didn’t know how long it had been since
he'd shaved. To add to the picture, there was a tear in the
knee of his denim trousers. Now, on top of it all, he had
sand down his neck.

As quickly as it had come, the grin was gone, and
once more Raven took the lead. She'd been injured and
had ridden a long time without food, yer she seemed to
grow stronger with every mile. She sat erect, proud, as if
she knew exactly where she was going.

Maybe she did. Maybe this was some kind of elaborate
hoax to use him. But for what? If there was a treasure,
only the old man knew its location for certain. He'd never
seen Raven before; he couldn’t have missed her back in
the village. Unless she was really some kind of medicine
woman, there was no way she could have known about
him and the old man and the treasure.

Why was she doing this, tagging along with a stranger
and an cld man, when she'd been the one to know they
wete being stalked? There was something about her that
he couldn’t explain, and Tucker didn't like things he
didn't understand. He didn’t trust women under the best
of circumstances, and these were certainly not the best of
circumstances. This one would either offer him everything
he ever wanted, or she’d cost him his life.

The only thing he knew for sure richt now was that
his earlier observation about cheap whiskey, bad food, and
needing a woman was tumning out to be more prophetic
than he'd known. Except that following Raven down the
trail made him rapidly eliminate finding food and whiskey
as the needs most urgent on his list.

Finally, just as Tucker was beginning to think they
were on the mother of all wild goose chases, a cabin came
into view. It was so inaccessible that it appeared to be
stuck to the side of the mountain, ready to tumble off in
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the next strong wind. Beside the crude structure was a
small lean-to with a water trough and a burro still wearing
a saddle blanker and bridle and munching on a bale of
hay.

“Now [ get it,” Tucker said, relieved to find an ex-
planation he could understand. *You followed the burro's
tracks.”

Raven shook her head. “Let's get Luce inside. Then
you can sce to the horses.,”

Carrying the old man was his only option, for Luce
was barely breathing now. Tucker's ribs complained, but
the half-breed prospector’s small stature made lifting him
easy. Still, laying him down on the hlthy comshuck mat-
tress inside stopped Tucker cold. Nobody could lie on
that,

“1 brought your bedroll,” Raven said, behind him.

“Sure you did.” That’s all Tucker needed, the old man
bleeding all over his bedroll while Tucker, the focl who'd
rescued him, slept on the dirt floor. He no sooner had that
thought than he remembered sleeping on the ground the
night before, holding the woman. He felt his body stir in
a recollection of its own. From where he stood, he could
see the outline of the curve of her breasts against the soft
skin of her dress.

As if she sensed his thoughts, her body tensed. She
swept him with a stern frown before she turned to the old
man. Moments later she was peeling back his blood-
matted poncho and examining the wound again.

“The bullet passed through, but he lost a lot of blood
on the way here.”

“So, what are you going to do!” Tucker forced his
attention away from the girl and studied the inside of the
cabin, Though it was small and dark, it seemed more solid
than he’d first thought. A table, one chair, a bench, and
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the cot filied the room. In one comer was a beehive-
shaped adobe fireplace with a supply of wood beside it.

“First you make a fire,” she directed, “then get me
some fresh water.”

“Then I suppose you'll tell me to sweep the floor and
cook some food.”

Tucker was having a lot of trouble with this woman
who thought she was the boss. He had quit taking orders
when he'd left the army. Even the ranchers he worked for
soon leamed that the work pgot done better when he was
left alone than when he was ordered.

Raven knew she had challenged her protector’s au-
tharity. Over the years, she'd become used to having her
instructions followed without question. But this man was
different. He rattled her, reaching in and challenging more
than her words, questioning the woman part of her that
she'd closed off in her quest to seek her life-vision.

“I'm sorry, Tucket,” she offered. “I do not mean to
assume the autherity meant for you. Pll get the water if
you will stay with Luce.”

“Forget it, Raven. Il build the fire. Then I'll get the
water. But you'll cock the food. Uniess you want me to
kill us before the bandits do.”

She swallowed her smile. He didn't sing or cry like
the cougar, but he roared in his own taciturm way. Once
she heard the big man stacking the wood inside the fire-
place, Raven tumed ro the wounded miner. She placed
her hand on Luce’s chest and forced herself to erase all
thought from her mind. She hadn't yet mastered total con-
trol of her visions, but sometimes she could find answers.

I don’t know what to do. Help me. This man’s life de-
pends on me.

A1 first she heard nothing but the sound of Tucker
behind her and the oid man’s flurry of breathing. Then,
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slowly, she could see a light, like silver smoke that twisted
and curied around itself as if it were a whirlwind behind
her eyelids, struggling to build power. Then it disappeared.
Silence came, followed by the chanting of unspoken words
and finally—knowledge.

Your medicine bag, Raven. Around your neck. Use your
knowledge.

“Did you say something?” Tucker asked, using the
third of his five matches to starr the fire.

“No, I —I was merely praying that | would do the
right thing. Please, go outside and bring in whatever we
have in our saddlebags. Check his burro or—" She
stopped, tecailing his bristling at her directions. She
changed her phrasing to 2 more suggestive manner. “Per-
haps he bought supplies before he joined your game.”

“There is a small amount of water in the kettle,”
Tucker replied. “I'll get a fresh bucket and our saddlebags.
After that —we can .. .”

His words faded away. The door to her mind closed,
and Raven might as well have been alone. The need to
keep Tucker close was so strong that she almost rose and
walked to him. For a moment she felt fear. Suppose he
left?

All her energy needed to be directed to healing this
man. Yet for ence, her inner power failed her. She felt
tethered to the cabin, unable to soar to that place from
which her knowledge came. As the fire crackled she lis-
tened for the sound of drums in the distance.

Then she realized that what she heard was the beat
of her own heart. As the minutes passed she understood
that there was to be no answer to this question. Luce’s
fate was out of her hands. Luce would not he blessed with
the healing spirit. Opening her eyes, she saw Tucker, still
watching her as if he expected her to grow an extra head.
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“Supplies!” She retumed to her usual stem voice. He
swore and left the cabin, the door slamming behind him.

Raven reached inside her dress and pulled out the soft
leather pouch that hung from a cord around her neck. It
was warm to her touch, a living thing that seemed to pulse
against her palm.

Almost afraid, she opened it, slipped her fingertips
inside, and examined the contents. Small stones, a piece
of smooth wood, several roots, betries, leaves, and a black
feather. As she held the feather the vision of a little girl
sitting at an old man’s knee slipped into her mind.

The child was she. But the man she thought was an
Indian had become a big, red-haired laughing man who
was singing an [rish song. Then, as she continued to hold
the feather, the child became a bird and flew away, taking
the vision with ir.

With a surety that came from her past, Raven broke
off a piece of the root and removed a berry from the
pouch. The kettle of water inside the fireplace was already
growing hot. She crushed the berry in a tin cup, which
she then filled with a small amount of the water.

“Open your mouth and drink, guardian of the past.”
She held up his head while she forced the liquid into his
mouth. A sip at a time, he swallowed. She dropped the
root into the kettle and let it boil with the remainder of
the water while she searched for a rag and something to
make a bandage.

She found nothing.

The door opened and Tucker entered, the bucket in
his hand and the two saddlebags over his shoulder. He put
the bucket by the fire and laid the pouches on the floor.
(Quickly Raven cpened the one from Onawa’s back, drew
out a fancy ladies’ petticoat, and stared at it in disbelief.
Her travel dress. It seemed almost foreign to her here.
Savagely she ripped the ruffle from the bottom.
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“Not only did you fill my head with sand,” Tucker
grumbled as he rimmed his collar with his inger, “but you
used my bandanna when you had an entire wardrobe of
your own you could have destroyed.”

“I forgot it was there.” She poured hot water into a
tin pan she'd found by the fireplace. She should have
known. That thought racked her. It was as if she’'d been
born the morning she awoke in Tucker’s arms.

"They'd been lying like spoons, her bottom pressed ro
him, her head on one arm, her knees bent slightly so that
his thighs were planted against her own. She couldn’t see
his face, but she could feel the warmth of his breath
apainst her haiz, For a long time she'd lain there, the wind
singing a tullaby in her ear. Like a child, she’'d felt safe.
She'd grown drowsy and slept.

Now her blood stirred. She shook off the intruding
presence of Tucker as she had for mast of the moming.
the old man bad any chance to live, she had to invoke
all her healing powers. She ripped a swatch from the ruffle,
dipped it in the bowl of water beiled with the root, and
began cleaning the old man’'s wound. Finally satisfied that
she'd washed away all the dirt, she poured out the dinty
water and filled the bowl with that remaining in the ket-
tle. Soaking 2 second piece of cloth in the mixture, she
squeezed the water into the wound, then pressed a sliver
of the soft root into the hole and bound it with the re-
maining strip.

“What's that?™ Tucker asked.

“A toot which takes away the infection.”

“Where'd it come from?”

“l had it with me.”

Tucker walked over to whete she knelt by the bed
and studied the old man. “He looks quieter.”

“Jt was the juice of the red bemry. It takes away the
pain and brings restful peace.”
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“Where did you gain all this knowledge, Raven?”

“My mother's people believed that 1 was—special. [
was trained to heal.” She tumed to face him. “Does that
bother you?”

“After what has happened so far, I don’t know what
to believe. [ fall over a cliff and hit my head. The rain
wakes me up and there you are, next to me. I don’t know
where you came from or how either of us got there. Every-
thing about you is an illusion. I think you and that horse
must have flown here.”

“No. I'm very real. Acrually, [ rode the stage almost
to Santa Fe before 1 left Raven Alexander behind and
became an Indian.”

“Alexander? You have a real last name? That means
you have a regular family somewhere.”

She didn't answer,

“You have a saddlebag full of regular clothes and
you'te dressed in buckskin riding alone through the moun-
tains in search of a treasure? I don't understand.”

Raven didn't know how to explain. She closed her
eyes and sighed. “I'm so tired.”

“I'm sorry, Raven. We were so concemned about Luce
we haven't looked after your wound. Do you have any
more of that brew?”

*“You mean the medicine water? Yes, a little.”

Holding up the dainty petticoat, Tucker gave her 2
look that said he liked the feel of the undergarment he
was holding. She didn’t have to be told that he thought
she was lying about her purpose.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, her face flam-
ing. Her skin felt het, as if his hands were touching her
instead of the cotron fabric.

“P'm going 1o do unto you as you've done unto oth-
ers.” He ripped a piece from the skirt and wet it. Next he
removed the thong from her braid and let it twist free.
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*You don’t have to unbraid my hair,” she protested.

“I know. I just want to see it loose.” He threaded his
fingettips into the thick black hair and worked them up
her scalp until he reached the place behind her ear where
she'd hit her head.

“I'll see to it.” She winced as he touched the wound.

“You need stitches, but damned if I can do it.”

“Please. Stop!"

“Quit sidling away from me. P'm just trying to clean
it.” His fingers separated her hair strand by strand.

Benzath his touch, Raven began to respond to the
feel of his fingers. Like hot sand against her skin, the man
was absorbing her tension and replacing it with an aware-
ness she couldn’t fight.

When he finally reached the wound, she was smol-
dering, drawn so tightly thar she was ready to flare up like
the crackling fre he'd built.

“Really, I'll be fine.” Her throat was so dry thar she
could barely speak. She cast her eyes at the floor, afraid
that if he could see them he'd recognize her confusion,
Buth of them knew that it wasn’t the wound that had
coiled her senses to a knifelike edge, but his neamess.
Whenever he came close to her, her heart raced and her
knees felt like trembling feaves in a desert wind. The con-
nection between them was intensifying, and it was more
than just a spiritual joining. It was physical as well.

The big tawny man didn’t seem to be having an easy
time of it either, She'd alteady determined thar as strong
and courageous as he was, he was a man who kept his
personal feelings hidden deep inside. He was strung as taut
as the skin pulled across the head of a drum, yet onc fin-
gertip caressed the curve of her cheek.

“Don’t. We—! have to see to Luce.” Her words told
him te move away, but he had to be the one to move, for
she felt as if all the resistance had drained from her body.
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“Be still, Raven. Let me do this for you, please.”

Gently he cleancd the wound, surprised to see that it
was already beginning to heal. “Whoever you are, you're
some remarkable woman. Don't tey to explain now. I'm
willing to wait.”

“Thank you.” She had no answers now., The time
wasn't right. All she knew for sure was that the feeling
between them was too strong. Drawing on every ounce of
her strength, she reached up and removed his hand. Then,
rising, she turned to him.

“Tucker Farrell, you are here for a reason, just as 1
am, just as Luce is. Luce has protected the treasure. I must
find it and use it for my people. You're the protector and
for your help you will be rewarded. Until we reach our
goal, we must avoid anything that might interfere. Now,
go and see to the hormses while I prepare food.”

“Food, yes. That's one of the things | need,” he
agreed, turning toward the door. But she knew that wasn’t
the only hunger he felt, and she wondered how long she
could maintain the barrier between them, the barricr that
was collapsing with every touch.



—

The horses and the burro were bedded down. Tucker re-
turned to the cabin to tell Raven he hadn’t found any
food.

“It’s time for us ro talk,” she said. “Let’s step outside.

He followed her, glancing back at the man who was
barely breathing. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

“1 don't believe that Luce will live.”

“Don’t suppose your spirits would give him a hand?”
Tucker asked flippantly, his control being tested by the
certainty of her knowledge.

“I think they may already have.”

Tucker glanced around the sharp gouge in the earth
in which the cabin was hidden. [t was as bleak and lifefess
as the old man inside. How could anybody spend their life
in such a place?

] don’t know how he made it this far,” Tucker said.

“He had a mission, ] think, and now that it is nearly
over, he’s losing the breath of life. About your protecting
me, | was wrong to ask it of you.”

“And | was probably wrong ro agree. So, what now!

"
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You go your way and I go mine? [ don't think so, Spirit
Woman.”

“1 had to do this, Tucker. All you had to do was bring
me to Luce.”

“And if [ leave you, you're going after that treasure,
aren’t you!”

“I must go.”

“Even if it means dying!”

“Even if it means dying."”

She was so proud, so regal, standing there beside a
piece of gray tock in the sunshine. It wasn't only that she
stirred his blood, it was more. In some strange way, she
was the promise of the tomorrow that he'd denied himself.
She might die, but she wouldn't give up. And she wouldn’t
aflow him to give up either.

*I'm probably the biggest kind of fool, but I can't walk
off and leave you. What else do I have to do, anyway!?
Besides, a piece of land in Oregon is worth a littde gamble.
What do we do now, you and me?”

“First, about last night,” she said shyly. “I mean, when
1 awoke, you were—you'd given me your coat.”

It wasn't the coat that she was remembering, and he
knew it. [t was what had come before. Tucker reached for
her hand and held it gently, his finpers moving idly back
and forth across her wrist. He glanced down at the con-
trast of her soft skin against his.

She, too, was watching. He could see her breath catch
in her throat as if she remembered his touching her. What
in hell was he doing? Tucker let her go. He was looking
for a treasure, not a woman ready to depend on his staying
around.

“So I gave you my coat.” He strode up the trail. “I'd
have done the same for Luce. We'll be partners, that's atl.
If we survive to find it, and [ doubt rhar we will, T'll go
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to Oregon and you can go—wherever it is you plan to buy
land.”

“Orregon,” she mused. “I've heard there is fine land
in Cregon. But there is good land in Colorado also.”

“Ch no! Don't get the idea that ! inrend to nursemaid
an entire tribe of Indians.”

“Pm sorry, Tucker. Of course [ don’t expect you to
do that. I know it is dangerous, and I'll understand if you
choose to leave at any time. You've brought me to Luce,
and that was all you were destined ro do.”

“Why are you so sure that we were destined to do
anything? If your grandfather was dying, he could have
been hallucinating.”

“No, he saw the truth. But [ saw you as well, in my
dreams. Your animal spirit is that of the cougar.”

“What was | doing?

“The raven was trapped. The cougar freed it from the
rocks.”

Birds again. He didn’t want to think about that now.
Every time he ran into an occurrence he couldn’t under-
stand, she dragged out something mystical to confuse him
even more. Tucker reminded himself that he was far too
practical to believe in the spirit world, If he couldn’t touch
i, taste it, or smell it, it didn’t exist.

For almost ten years, he'd managed to avoid respon-
sibility, forming any close ties, any situarion that would
draw him into making a commitment. He'd taken a stand
three times in his life, and not once had he come cut on
the winning side. The first—his service for the Confed-
eracy—was purely parriotic; the second was his engage-
ment to a woman who didn’t wait; and the third, a stint
with the Federal Ammy as an Indian fighter, ended with
the massacre at Sand Creek.

Since then he'd drifted, figuring one occupation was
as good as another, so long as it didn’t involve killing the
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innocent or righting somebody clse’s wrongs. And he
didn’t take orders from anybody.

Now he'd landed flat in the middle of a different kind
of mess. He was stuck with a dying man being chased by
bandits, and a woman who seemed to think that there was
a treasure waiting to be found. A disaster in the making—
any way he looked at it.

“Damn it, Raven. [ don't understand it, but I do know
there’s no way you can po find this treasure withour help.
I’m in. Just remember when it's over, I get my cut. In the
meantime we've got to cat. What do you have in your
pack?”’

“Nothing eatable, I'm afraid,” she said, making her
way back to the cabin. She picked up the twin leather
pouches and spread them across the kitchen table. “Go
on, open them.” She stood back.

It was time he found out something about what he
was facing and the woman he was facing it with. Almaost
reluckantly he unbuckled one of the saddiebags and
reached inside, pulling out the traveling dress and petti-
coat. Next came soft white undergarments that made
Raven wince, then, finally, a nightdress. Tucker opened
the other bag and found a faded daguerrcotype of five
WOmen.

Tucker studied the smeared likeness of four light-
skinned, fair-haired women and a young darker one.
Raven. He held it out ta her. “Looks like you do have a
family somewhere.”

She taok the likeness from him. “Sabrina,” she whis-
pered, “Lauren, Mary, and Isabella and—" For a secand,
in her mind, she was at the top of a ridge, looking down
at a snow-blown valley, watching her sisters standing
around a freshly dug grave. There were men there too.
“Papa,” she whispered.
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“I didn't sec 2 man.” Tucker reclaimed the daguerreo-
type.

“He was killed in a2 mining accident. These are my
sisters.”

Tucker gave Raven a long look, then glanced back at
the picture. “Not a whole lot of family resemblance be-
tween you and the others.”

“We had different mothers.”

He plundered her cache again, bringing out a fringed
leather carrying bag, painted with white, black, and yellow
symbols.

“What is this?"

“lt was my mother’s. It shows her family signs.”

Behind them, Luce sat up and began to speak in an
agitated voice. “She is the one. She has come.

Raven rushed to the old man’s side. “Be still. You'll
start the bleeding again.”

“Atee! The sign. It is here.”

“What sign, Luce?” Tucker walked toward the old
man who was staring at the object in his hand. “You mean
this?” He held cut the painted leather square.

“Si.” He took Tucker's hand and pulied him even
closer. “You must promise me-—promise me . .."

Raven knelt beside the older man, putting her hand
behind his neck to help support him. “Promise you whar?”

“I must be buried at the base of the rock with the
matching mark.”

Tucker looked from the leather pouch to Luce and
back apain. “I've already promised, old man. Where do 1
find the rock?’

“Follow the water. Wash me. Shave my head. Then
the way will come clear. You must promise.” He fell back
to the bed.

“Of course we will,” Raven reassured him. “"Now you
must rest while I prepare food to make you strong.”
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But he'd used up the last of his strength and fallen
into a raspy sleep.

Raven’s gaze caught Tucker's and she shook her head.
“I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

“Well, whatever this is sure set him off. And you
don't know what the painting means?”

“I wish I did. Grandfather only gave it to me a few
days ago.” She studied the bag, fingering the heading, then
held it to her bosom. Her mother's signs, her ancestors’
totem, perhaps. The design was a combination of wavy
lines, jagged triangular marks, a strange-looking sun, and
a gold-and-black butterfly.

Nothing ahout the design spoke to Raven. She wished
she could feel close to the woman who'd given her birth.
But there was only a lonely emptiness inside.

By midafternoon a rabbit Tucker had killed was stewing
in the pot, along with some wild onions and gnarled po-
tatoes she'd found in the cabin. The old man was still
sleeping, and Tucker had disappeared outside.

Raven looked around, satished that she'd dene all she
could for now. Finally she decided that she couldn’t eat
ot relax until she washed some of the last three days of
trait dust from her body. Somewhete there would be water.
Follow the water, Luce had said.

Checking Luce one last time, she stood in the door-
way looking out at the small clearing surrounding che
cabin. Over the ridge and across the mountain to the east
lay the Rio Grande and the bandits who'd followed
Tucker. The cabin was in a sheltered area, protected by a
scattering of red rock lined with streaks of white, like a
frothy layer cake she'd seen at the hotel back in Denver.

Colorado seemed a lifetime ago. After Sabrina had
married, Raven had never felt comfortable with her life
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in the cabin where she'd been raised. She'd spent more
and more time with her mother's people, the Arapaho,
and the Grandfather, Flying Cloud. She belonged with
them.

Now she was in a different place, away from every-
thing she’d known hefore. Luce was dying. It was only a
matter of hours now. Then there'd be only Tucker.

Tucker Famell, her cougar, the man who'd been
caught up in her quest. She could understand his being
tempted by the treasure. But more than thar was holding
him. She couldn’t forger the wary, rense look in his eyes,
the tender touch of his fingertips as he separated the
blood-matted strands of her hair. He'd let her think that
he was a hardened drifter, but beneath his stem exterior
was a softness he tried to hide.

Being held in his arms had feit unmistakably safe, and
that was a sensation she'd never experienced before. Even
as she tried to close off the unwanted response that seemed
to hover just beneath the surface, a quiver starred in her
thighs and moved toward the apex of her legs. Instinc-
tively she tightened the muscles around the feminine part
of her.

For a long moment, Raven stood still, clearing het
mind, seeking comfort from the spirit world, some
thought, some word to which she could cling. At first
none came. The visions were absent. She felt suddenly
uneasy. Who was she 1o be charged with such a mission,
and how would she be able to carry it out?

Then she felt rather than heard the whispery sound
of many voices, the drums and the chanting, softly ar first,
then growing mare insistent, She couldn’t understand the
words, but she felt their urgency. There was no trance, no
vision. Only a voice.

Follow the water to the treasure, where the light of the
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moon meets the light of the sun. The command was barely
a whisper.

For a moment she theought it was in her head. Then
she decided that it was Luce’s voice she was hearing.

She moved back to the old man's side. His eyes were

closed. He was asleep. “Why?" she asked. “I don’t under-
stand.” :
The voice spoke again. You will—soon. You are the
key. She waited, but there were no more words. Finally
she gave in to the pull drawing her outside apain, toward
the back of the cabin and up a narrow path.

“Who are you?” she whispered. “What are you asking
of me?”

But no answer came. Only the wind through her hair,
caressing her like warm fingers, like Tucker’s touch when
he’d treated her wound. As she walked an urgency swept
her up the path.

Then she heard it, the musical sound of water. A
splash and an oath. Tucker. Planting her feet carefully,
she peered around the rocks that blocked her way. High
on the side of the ridge, through a smocoth hole worn
through a rock, a narrow stream of water plunged to a
hollowed-out pool below.

Standing in the pool was Tucker Farrell, hair in wet
strands that dripped water down his massive, naked chest.
His clothes were draped across the rocks to dry in the sun,
and he was peering into a sliver of broken mirror, raking
a razor across the last patch of soap on his face.

She was acutely drawn to him. Despite her mental
commands, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. Everything
was turning out to be so much more complicated than
she’d thought. The journey, the unknown, the danger, all
were things she could deal with. She hadn’t counted on
Tucker Farrell,
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Gone was the unruly drifter he’d pretended to be. The
man before her was now the sleek cougar he'd always been
in her mind’s eye. She'd known he was big, but his cloth-
ing was deceptive, giving him bulk when he was pure mus-
cle. A jagped scar sireaked down his back, disappearing
into the water at his waist. He was spectacular.

It was all she could do not to call out to him, not to
touch him, not to—

“Quch!™

As he jerked away, his elbow caught the mirror and
it narrowly missed his body as it plunged into the water.
“Son of a—" He stared down at his body through the clear
water. “Nothing like tuming yourself intc a geiding.
Though you might as well be for all the chances you've
had lately.”

Raven let out a startled gasp, then held her breath as
he looked over his shoulder. A narrow seeping of blood
sliced his cheek and ran down the watery smear of soap
left behind.

She ducked down, her back to the rocks, eyes closed.
Mavybe if she was very quiet, he'd decide that the sound
he'd heard wasn’t human. Maybe he wouldn't know thar
. she'd been spying on him, that she’d had improper
thoughts.

“1 hope that’s you, Spirit Woman. I'd rather not have
to shoot an intruder, since my gun is with my pants, and
as you can see, I'in not wearing them.”

She continued to hold her breath, willing him to
reach down for the mirror so that she could escape.

A slosh of water, followed by cold drops of it on the
top of her head, said she’d heen discovered.

“Im sorry, Tucker. [—I was looking for a place to
bathe. The water looks very pleasant.”

“You were staring at the water?”
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“Of course. | mean I wasn’t staring. I just didn’t ex-
pect you to be. . ."”

“You were staring. | saw you in the mirror. You want
a bath. Come on in. I'll even scrub your back.”

She pressed her back against the rock, her face flushed
and her breathing altogether too uneven.

“Raven, stand up and look at me.”

“I can’t.” She willed her eyelids to remain closed. She
wouldn't lock at him. She couldn’t, But it didn’t matter.
This time she felt it coming, the switl of smoke that
clouded even her menrtal sight. Powerful, different, the
smoke was golden, shot with tiny points of iridescent light.

What was happening! If this was a vision, it was very
different from the others.

The hot shower of mist seemed to draw into itself,
forming a picture of an enormous bronze man jooming
over her, threatening, evil. Then, as quickly as it had
formed, the shape softened and, almost as if it were pro-
tecting her, became the golden man she'd likened to a
mountain fion. She didn't have to see him with open eyes.
And she didn't have to touch him to feel his hands on
her. He caressed her with his spirit. And she was welcom-
ing him, reaching out to him.

His hands were on her. His lips, moving across her
face, her neck, and her bare breasts.

Bare?

How could that be? She felt the rocks against her
back, the weight of her deerskin garment against her skin.
Yet Tucker was surrounding her with his presence. And
she was reaching out to pull him close to her. Beads of
perspiration slickened their skin where they met. Berween
her legs came a hot dampness, and she felt the taut flesh
of his buttocks beneath her touch.

Yet all the while she knew that her palms were still
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splayed against the rock. That Tucker was behind her,
locking down. Still, she felt him, his male part swelling
and caught between them, touching, sliding back and
forth.

Her breath came in short pants as the coil of heat
inside her expanded, sending fingems of fire shimmering
along the vessels inside her skin.

They were together, this tawny man and his dark-eyed
raver.. Yet they were not. She was on fire now, reaching,
writhing, wanting.

“Christ, Raven, what’s happening here?”

Tucket's voice, tight and hoarse, came from far away.
“1 don’t know what on the west side of helf you're doing,
but if you don’t stop it, I'm not going to be able to hold
on to my geod intentions much longer.”

The droplets of water that hit her forehead were no
longer caoling. They were as hot as the remperature of her
blood.

Then he was physically beside her, jerking her against
him, crushing her with his huge hands. “Stop this!” He
shook her. Still she couldn't shake the image. It was
stronger than her mind, stranger than the man now lifting
her in his arms and striding toward the pool.

He put her down, ripping the buckskin dress from her
body in one swipe. Then he lifted her again.

Cold! The ice of a thousand storms melted and sizzied
against the hear of her body as she hit the water in the
pool. From above, a continuing torrent of melted snow
fell aver her, quenching the firestorm in her mind.

At last, limp with exhaustion from the shock of whar
she’d seen and feft, Raven opened her eyes and found
Tucker in the pool beside her.

“I—I"m sorry,” she said.

“What the hell was that?” he asked. “I never felt any-
thing like it.”
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“Neither have I. T believe it was a waking dream.”

“You mean a vision strong enough to make a man—7

She turned a troubled gaze on him. *You felt it
too?”

“Felt. Experienced. Yes. At least I assume that we
were in the same—vision.”

Now that she was cool, Raven was totally drained.
She had to move away from the intimidating presence of
Tucker Farrell. As she took a step toward the edge of the
pool, she {ocked down at her body.

*“What happened to my dress?”

“1 shung it into the rocks. You were buming up. I was
afraid it would catch fire. 'l get it for you.”

But he couldnt move. The sight of her body in the
water immobilized him. He'd never seen anyone so beau-
tiful. Her breasts seemed to float just beneath the surface
of the water, their rich warm color shimmering like amber
in suntight. Nipples as full and dark as ripe cherries begged
to be touched. And berween her legs, the soft curls of dark
hair rippled as the water moved against her.

The erect male part of him jerked involuntarily, pulil-
ing him toward her. He didn’t look at her face, for he
didn’t wanr to see the fear reflected in her eyes.

She whirled around, reached the other side, and
pulled herself to the ledge, ducking beneath the waterfall.
And just as quickly, she was gone, leaving him bewildered
and out of breath.

Tucker closed his eyes, rthen opened them again in
time to see her disappearing through the rocks, drawing
her buckskin dress over her shoulders. He moved back
toward the edge of the pool and sat on the rock.

What had just happened?

He'd been aware of her. He'd caught sight of her in
the mirror. Her presence had rattled him so that he'd cut
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himself. When he’d heard her gasp, he'd called out to her
and waited for her to respond.

But she hadn’t. Instead he'd felt her experiencing the
incredible enset of heat that arched between them. And
he’d left the pool and leaned over the rocks to reprimand
her. Except he'd been caught up in whatever was happen-
ing and seared against the rock, looking down at the top
of her head.

From that point on, he had no explanation. Even
with the rock between them, he'd been burned by her
heat, her desire, her fear, and in his mind he came to stand
before her, pressing against her, feeling her body against
his.

And she'd welcomed him. She'd wanted him. They
were mentally making love, powetfully, erotically, almost
beyond the limitations of what he could ever have imag-
ined.

Then, as if the sun were about to explade, he'd feared
for her. Too much heat. Teo much need was buming her
alive. Collecting his spiraling emotions, he had physically
pried himself from the rock and lifted her, the heat burn-
ing his hands and his body as they plunged into the icy
water.

Then they were apart. In that second he’d seen
something that even while it was happening he didn't be-
tieve, a figure twice his height, a giant bronze man wearing
armor. Then suddenly, as if the sun had vanished behind
a cloud, the vision was gone and she'd disappeared behind
the falls.

Had it all been a dream? Had the blow to his head
done permanent damage, setting off some kind of hallu-
cinations? Was she a witch with powers he didn’t even
want to believe in?

As he stood he caughr a flash of silver at the bottom
of the pool. The broken mimor caught the beams of sun-
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light through the shimmering water, sending out a blind-
ing ray that held him speltbound.

Body drained, Tucker pulled himself from the pool
and donned the clothes he'd left to dry on the rocks. As
he started down the trif he felt as if he'd been asleep for
a very long time, as if he were recovering from an illness
that had taken every ounce of energy from his bones. Back
at the cabin, he paused, considered for a minute that he
would be well served to leave before she'd completely en-
snared him with one of her spells.

Then he went inside.

She was teeding the old man, coaxing him into taking
a few swallows of broth. Only the dampness of her hair
reaffirmed that the past half hour hadn’t been a dream.

“About what happened,” he began.

“Did something happen?’ She loocked at him with
concern.

“Of course something happened. Up at the pool. I've
heard about pecple being hypnotized into seeing
something that wasn’t there, Spirit Woman. | don’t know
how you did i, but you made me believe it was real.”

The white-fingered grip of her hand on the spoon rold
him that she was fooling herself about what they'd expe-
rienced. Fooling herself becausc she didn’t understand any
more than he.

“There is only a thin veil between what is reai,
Tucker Farrell, and what is imagined. Do not confuse the
two.” She put down the cracked cup she was holding and
walked toward the table. “Sit and eat. Your mind will be
still.”

It wasn’t his mind that was tortured. And it wasn't
his stomach either. He thought for a moment about the
food on the table. One of his needs was about to be sat-
isfied.

He wasn’t sure about the others.
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Tucker climbed higher into the rocks until he reached a
point near the top of the ridge overlooking the Rio
Grande. From here he could see the entire canyon below
and the formation of sandstone cresting the other side.

Across the river, near the top where he and Raven
had spent the night in the cave, he saw them. Damn.
Indians. Arapaho, he decided from their dress. Were they
following Raven? This was Apache and Comanche coun-
try. There was no other reason for them to be here, unless
they were planning te de a little treasure hunting too.

And what were they looking at? Tucker knew that
the miner's cabin was totally hidden from view, unless
their sinoke had given them away.

No, it wasn't that. He waited and watched. He heard
the sound before he saw the riders. Mexicans, on the floor
of the canvon. They were still searching for Luce. If they
kept snooping around, sooner or later they'd stumble onto
the way up.

Making no attempt to hide their arrival, the bandits
rode brazenly forward along the river, then paused to water
the horses.

Tucker cut his gaze back o the rop. The Indian whoe
seemed to be in charge gestured angrily toward the trail
below. The Arapaho waited in silence, watching as the
horses drank nervously. Tucker thought about Raven, the
old man and himself, in that same spot earlier. He felt like
bait in a steel trap which was already set and ready for the
antmal to make a wrong move. If he was spotted, they'd
find Raven. If the bandiss didn’t ind their trail, the In-
dians would.

Unless he managed to get her away first.

He needed a distraction to provide cover for his
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movement. Tucker searched the ground around him for a
good-sized rock. He was no discus thrower, but all he had
to do was get the rock to a place upriver frem both groups.
With any luck, if he hit granite, the echo would confuse
both. Better still, a confrontation would make both the
Indians and the bandits find another prey. Slipping to a
place where he would have a betrer angle, Tucker threw
the rock with all his might.

Seconds later he heard a sharp ping, then a second
one. At that point all hell broke loose. The bandits caught
sight of the Indians about the time the Indians got off the
first volley of shots. But even in the midst of battle, one
Indian kept a lookout. It was no contest. In less than a
minute, five Mexicans were dead. The others had found
shelter behind an outcropping of rock.

So far as Tucker could tell, the Indians hadn’t lost a
man. But he hadn't been able to leave either. Now he
didn't dare try for fear of being seen. In the meantime his
stomach seemed to reach down and tickle his knees. He
was glad he didn’t have to stand. Looking down into the
canyon took his breath away. He couldn’t have run if he'd
wanted to.

To his surprise the Indians rode away. Why they'd
ambushed the bandies and not followed throupgh to rake
their guns and horses was a puzzle.

Unless they were after a bigger prize. Unless they were
all searching for the same thing. It made sense for the
bandits to be after Luce, but the Arapaho? They had to
be after Raven. Somchow they must have learned about
the secret treasure.

Tucker dropped to his belly and slid away from the
edge unti! he could come to a crouch. The outcropping
of rock took a tum to the lefc where he could make his
way back to his horse and the cabin. He didn’t trust either
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the Indians or the bandits. He needed to get Raven and

Luce far enough away from the cabin that they wouldn't
be trailed. And he needed to do it soon.

Raven managed to get a small amount of liquid into the
old man, but not enough to keep him alive. It was almost
impossible for him to swallow.

Where was Tucker? She'd heard gunshots earlier.
Now he'd been gone for hours. Was he dead? Did she dare
leave Luce to search for him?

As the shadows of late afternoon crept across the side
of the mountain where the cabin was located, she walked
toward the door and looked cut over the sprawling scat-
tering of tock.

She feit uneasy. But there were no voices, no chant-
ing. The whole world had gone silent. Something was
waiting out there.

Something threatening, hazy, just beyond her mind's
eye. It was big, imposing, sclid yet shadowy. She found
herself lcoking up, narrowing her eyes so that she could
find the presence that she could feel, yet not see. There
was something vaguely familiar about it. Whatever it was,
she’d encountered it before and it was a threat. And then
she knew. The huge bronze man from her vision with
Tucker. Was it real? Or was it Tucker’s presence that
brought her such a sense of both fear and anticipation?

No, it was more than that,

Beware the bronze dagger, the voice said. You will know,
Raven—soen. :
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Tucker spent most of the night at the top of the canyon,
watching for any sign that their trail had been discovered.
Bur meming came without intruders.

He couldn't just sit and wait. He had o know what
was happening. It took most of the next day, but he man-
aged to cover the entire upper ridge that separated the
cabin from the valley where the river flowed.

Everything seemed quiet. Too quiet. The bodies of
the bandits were gone, and no campfires signaled the pres-
ence of the Arapaho. Still, there was something eerie
about the silence.

One lone buzzard made low, lazy circles downriver.
Heat waves shimmered in the late aftemoon sun as shad-
ows washed the red from the canyon walls, turning thein
gray with the loss of light.

He'd spent more time than he’d planned scouting the
area, finding one excuse after another o keep himself
away from the cabin, from Raven. He knew that Luce was
dying. Once rhat happened, he’d be left alone with a
woman who was reaching out to him in a way he could
neither understand nor stop. His thoughts shied away from
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what had happened at the waterfall. He didn’c want to
think how close he'd come to. . .

The whole thing was downrighe spooky. If he were
drinking, he might have passed it off to bad whiskey, But
he was cold sober. It was more powerful than anything
he'd ever encountered.

Once the old man was huried, they'd lock for the
treasure. If they found it, he'd take his part and move on.
She could buy her land. No, damn it, he couldn’t walk
away and leave a woman alone, at the mercy of Indians
and bandits. Not now and nor then. As much as he talked
to himself, he couldn’t ger away from the fact thar pro-
tecting Raven Alexander had become an obsession. Tt was
the most important thing he’d ever done. He just didn't
know why.

Finally, when the light was almost gone, he started
back. At least whoever had built the criginal cabin had
done a good job of finding a place that was hidden from
the world. The more he studied the surrounding area, the
more Tucker decided thar many others had been here be-
fore. The pathways were wom, if one knew where to look.

Even now he sensed the presence of others. That was
what made him so uneasy. There were no physical signs,
but he could feel the hair on the back of his neck priclkle.

Christ! You're beginning to sound like Raven, hearing
voices when there are nome. He let out a measured sigh. The
sooner they moved away from this place the better he'd
feel.

As he skirted a low cluster of boulders he saw her.
She stood in the doorway, watching him as he came down
the ridpe from the north. There was something comforting
about her presence, about knowing that she waited for
him.

“How's the old man?" Tucker asked her when he
reached the cabin.
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“He's steeping.”

“Did he say anything else?

“Only that he's always been here. This was his father's
home and his grandfather’s. The family believed they were
to be guardians over the sacred mountains.”

Tucker stopped just short of the cabin. “Did he iden-
tify which part of the mountain he was guarding?™

She shook her head. “If you mean did he tell me
where the treasure is bidden, no, he didn’t. All he says is
follow the water to the place where the light of the moon
mects the light of the sun. If | hadn’t seen the nuggers, |
would say he didn’t know anything.”

There was something odd about her acceptance of
their situation, as if she were looking past him, seeing
something in the tocks in the distance. “What is it he
asked, turning to follow her gaze.

Shaking her head, she moved back inside. “It’s noth-
ing, just something about the way the light falls on the
mountain up therc. Come and eat.”

Tucker looked back at the mounrain. The sunlight
was gone now, leaving only the pale light of the rising
moon. He could see nothing unusual. But the feeling of
being watched still plagued him.

“If we're going to be here long, T'll have to find a
better source of food,” he said. “I don’t know what the
old man planned to eat. The burra’s pack was empty.”

“He had gone into town. Probably intended to buy
supplies.” Raven dished up some rabbit stew for Tucker.
“But you're right. This area is too barren for berries and
wild plants. I'll have to get back to the river.”

“Not”

She looked up, puzzled at the vehemence of his word.
“Why?”

“The bandits retumned. And there are some new play-
ers in this game, some of your own.”
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“My own what?”

“People. Indians. There’s a small band of Arapaho on
your trail. Friends of yours?”

She sank down on the rough bench beside the table
and thought about what he’d said. But she could find no
connection. Only a sense of dread. “No. I don’t think so.
Did they see you?

Tucker picked up a tin pan and placed it on the shelf
Luce’s family used for 2 worktable. He poured water aver
his hands, washed them, and splashed it over his face.
Grabbing a cloth beside the jug, he dried his hands, al-
lowing a grin to curl his lips as he realized that his towel
was another part of the ruffle from his spirit woman’s pet-
ticoat.

“See me? Oh, no. They were here earlier. At that
time they were too busy to worry about me. But they’ll be
back.”

“What were they doing”’

“They were warching the valley.” He didn’t want ro
tell her about the attack. “You know we aren’t safe here.”
Tucker took his place across the table and ate vigorously.

“But we can't leave Luce and he—he—"

“] know. Three days. Tomorrow is the thind day since
we found him. Do you think he’ll last that long?”

She shook her head. “No, 1 don't think so. But we
must wait. Then we must bury him, according to his in-
structions.”

“1 know, shave his head. If we don’t get ours shaved
firse.”

“The Arapahc don't take scalps anymore, Tucker.
And the only reason they'd attack you is if they thought
you were trespassing on sacred ground.”

Sacred ground. That explained their actions—maybe.
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In the middle of the night, Tucker let himself out of the
cabin and began to pace. He'd spent uncomfortable nights
in his time, but in comparison, the loneliness of the prairie
and the cold wind of a winter ice storm were preferable.
Alone on the range, all you thought of was your own
misery. Here, all he could hear was Raven’s soft breathing.
All he could think about was the torment of being so close
to her without touching her.

The tension that had been there from the frst con-
tinued to grow, twisting his gut, leaving him open-eyed
and unable to be still. Like riding a devil horse, he had to
hold on and he dare not let go, else he’d be zrampied in
the fray.

What he wanted to do was climb on Yank and high-
tail it out of these mountains, back to some ranch that
needed a loner to ride fences. Once, he even started to-
ward his horse.

But something stopped him. A woman who needed
him. A woman he couldn’t waltk away from.

“Tucker?” The voice of his tormentor came through
the darkness from inside the cabin. “Were you ever a sol-
dier?”

“Yes?”

“And did you do a lot of marching?’

“Not if | could help it.”

“Then why are you starting now!”

He frowned. Whar in helt was she talking about? “Is
there something wrong in there?”

“Nothing that a little quiet can’t fx. If you're having
trouble sleeping, I could fix you a potion.”

“If I needed a potion, I have my own.” He patted the
pint of whiskey he’d so carefully protected for the last two
days. “Maybe,” he offered with a grin, “you'd like to join
me.”

“Go to sleep, Tucker. You're safe tonight.”
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“Well, certain—damn—Iy, General. Why didn't [
know?”

He pretended not to hear her soft laugh as he headed
away from the cabin up the trail to the waterfall. He'd
sleep under the stars. At the rate they were going, he
wasn’t likely ro get much rest until Luce either recovered
or went on to his Maker. Until his spirit woman took away
the spell she'd woven around him.

Ever since he'd touched her on that ledge, his senses
had been simmering, desire just beneath the surface,
threatening o erupt. Then, at the falls, though they were
three feet apart, she'd touched him with her heat and set
frec the demon of need.

Tucker might be confused about many things, but his
body wasn’t. Raven was a woman who simmered, too, and
soonet or later they were going to have to put that fire
out.

All his life Tucker had operated on instinct. Instinct
had saved his life during the war with the Yanks more
ritmes than he could count. Necessity made him sign up
for duty in the West afrer thar war, but instinct made him
ride away from massacring Indians.

But this time he was paddling in deep water. His in-
stincts were hazy, uncertain. He took a deep breath and
released it slowly. He needed to slow down. Tucker didn’t
hanker to leave this life yet, even if it didn’t have much
to offer.

Raven settled back down on the bedroll she'd spread near
the fre. The night was cool and fnally quiet. She didn't
know where her protector had gone, but she was glad it
was far enough away that she didn't feel his physical pres-
ence.

Too much had occurred that she didn’t understand.
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Her head ached from the strain of trying to make sense of
what they'd experienced. She'd made a promise to come,
but how could she fulfill her grandfather’s wishes? And did
she have the right to involve Tucker in her mission?

Tucker believed the Indians were after her. Were
they? She couldn't believe that Flying Cloud had sent oth-
ers without telling her. She wasn’t even certain they had
come from the north. Part of the tribe had remained in
the south. Luce, as keeper of the mountain, was part Arap-
aho. Perhaps they were members of his band. Now there
were Mexican bandits our there after the treasure as well.

She didn't like being so uncertain. That feeling was
as foreign to her as her reaction to Tucker's touch. She’d
never known such a connection to a man before.

Back at the falls, she'd felt something powerful, that
was both passionate and compelling. A sweeping sense of
urgency inside her sprang to life at the thought of Tucker.
The picture of his body flashed in her mind, sleek and
lean in the water, his face shom of whiskers, his hair
trimmed. A wet heat expanded in her stomach, stealing
her breath and setring off spasms thar ran down her body
toward the apex of her legs. Was this what it meant to
feel desire for a man?

Was this meant to be, a joining of the cougar and the
raven! Were the spirits prepatring her for some kind of
sacrifice?

She sighed and tumed her face toward the blanket,
forcing her mind to become clear, She waited for the spir-
its to speak. Slowly she felt sleep creep over her, sleep and
the beginning of the dream. She stood once more on the
precipice, the wind at her back, poised to fall forward into
the beckoning air.

Buz this time something held her. This time a golden
cord was atrached to her wrist, holding her on the ledge.
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The jeweled chains of the restraint burned hot against her
skin. She tried, but she couldn't remove it. And then she
knew that the cord was attached o the man—to Tucker
Farretl.

Her breathing slowed as a sense of well-being stole
over her. The golden cord bound them together and, for
how, she was safe.

The next day Tucker decided that the waiting was getting
to him. He never minded not having anything to do, but
he wanted to be the one who decided that.

Luce was barely conscious now. Any hope they might
have had thar he would describe the hiding place was
rapidly fading. “Follow the water” was too vague for
Tucker. And the reference to the light of the sun and the
moon was like trying to unscramble a riddle. Unless Raven
was holding out on him, he saw nothing ahead but failure.

Tucker had promised to bury the man heneath the
rock with the mark of the sun from the leather canying
bap. Tucker was an experienced tracker and scout, but
drawings didn’t leave a trail. If he were going to live up
to his word, he’d better find the place, and soon.

During his search, Tucker managed to trap two more
rabbits, and in spite of the danger, he gathered some wild
cabbages and onions along the river. Young cattails would
have finished out the meal, but his harvesting was cut
short by the sound of a horse, and he’'d only just managed
to hide Yank when one lone bandit rode leisurely down-
stream.

He'd learned the Mexicans were down the Rio
Grande, and the Arapaho were upriver, leaving him with
a dying prospector and a mystical medicine woman boxed
rather neatly in between. He understood the old saying,
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damned if you do and damned if you don't. This time he
was double damned and he knew it.

Back at the cabin, Raven couldn’t leave Luce and she
couldn’t be still. Until now she had been content to wait
for answers, but her uneasiness grew by the hour. She felt
as if she were going to explode. She had to move, to find
a way to release the tension building inside of her.

She walked back to the old man and touched his fore-
head. Even with the fever, it was cold now, and clammy.
Nothing she had done had helped. He was within hours
of dying, maybe less. Where was Tucker?

Had something happened to him! Had he ridden
away, leaving Luce and her alone? In desperation Raven
unfolded her bedroll and sat down. She rested her hands
loosely on her knees and closed her eyes.

“l speak to the spirits,” she whispered. “I ask your
help.”

A long moment of silence followed. Then the drums
began. A distant murmur of voices floated through the
stillness. As if a veil had been parted, she was the raven
once more, flying high over the canyon. Along the Rio
Grande below were swarthy-skinned men dressed in black
trousers and short jackets. They wore flat-crowned hats
trimmed with red, and they were firing their guns.

Where was Tucker! Falling with the air cuments, she
searched, flying inside the body that had come to be the
spirit part of her own.

There, on the opposite ridge, she saw him, crouching
50 that he could see the battle. One Indian was not watch-
ing the battle. One Indian who sat tall in his saddle. He
was watching the raven fly just above the ledge where
Tucker lay.

Swift Hand.

She knew this man, knew and feared him. He'd tried
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toc come between Raven and Flying Cloud. His jealousy
was well known to the elders in the tribe, and Raven knew
that he hated her and would take her life if he could.

After she’d led him to the treasure.

Then the vision was gone and Raven’s breath caught
in her throat as f Swift Hand had sent an evil spirit to
take her breath away.

“Tucker!”

She left the cabin and ran up the path, fear following
her like fog. Swift Hand would kill Tucker. Swift Hand
had sworn never to go to the reservation. He would kil
every white man who spoke of forcing them off their fand.
He was crazed with anger and desperation. Somehow he’d
found her and she'd led him to Tucker and Luce.

Like the bird thar had become her totermn, Raven
dipped and swayed, moving over rocks and arcund boul-
ders until ar last she reached the crest and saw Tucker
moving toward her,

“Tucker, you're safe.”

She hurled herself into his arms, laying her trembling
body against his, sliding her arms around his massive chest.

“Whoa!" He rubbed her arms and back, tasting her
fear like bile in his mouth. “¥hat’s happened?

“The Arapaho. Their leader is Swift Hand. He will
kill you if he finds us.”

“Swift Hand? Who is Swift Hand?

“He believed that my grandfather was wrong about
making peace, about our people’s future. He goaded those
who would join with him into fighting the authorities.”

“Why does he follow you?” That question distutbed
Tucker almost more than his fears for his own life. He'd
faced death 2 hundred times and laughed in its face. But
Raven was still fresh and pure. Everything she did was for
somecne else. She didn’t deserve to die.
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“I don’t know. How did he learn of the treasure? We
must not he found. Please help me.”

Tucker remained silent, comforring her with his
touch, with his arms. He knew she'd draw back if she
realized what she was doing.

Tucker had long ago lost any belief in innocence.
Women used men for their own purposes, lying as easily
as they smiled. Indians were better than most at guile,
smiling, agreeing to whatever a man said at the same time
they were deciding how to kil him. They'd leamed this
from the whites. They'd had to in order to survive. But
not Raven. She was truly innocent.

Now two scts of intnuders were stalking them. And
Raven would he the focus of their attention once they
learncd that she held the key ta the discovery of the trea-
sure.

"You're safe. For now, Swift Hand doesn't know
where we are,” he finally said, trying to focus on her fear
and not the ever growing awareness of his own body.
Damn it to hell, she fir into his arms as if the space had
been made for her form. He understood that she didn't
know what she was doing when she rubbed her breasts
against his chest, when she leaned her head back to look
up at him and by that movement thrust her pelvis against
him. '

Tucker groaned and tightened his grip on her arms.
His lips moved against her hair, drifting lower until he
found her lips. They parted beneath the pressure of his
touch, allowing their mouths to merpe, to join, to bond.

He could hear her breathing change, feel her heart
fluttering even as he rold himself to pull back.

But he couldn’t help himself, and in her innocence,
she didn’t stop him. Her lips parted, taking his tongue
inside her mouth as she rocked against him.
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Drawing on one last sliver of control, Tucker light-
ened his kiss, softly caressing her back and arms as he
withdrew. Finally they were separated, standing only
inches apart, staring at each other as if they were strangers.

“Tucker?”

“I’s ali right, Spirit Woman. 1 never should have
kissed you. | was wrong.”

“Why! It seemed right. 1 liked it, the way we feel
together. Is this not a good thing?”

“This is not a good thing, my trusting one. We have
a band of wild Indians looking for you and a gang of Mex-
ican bandits looking for me. We have to get Luce and
leave here.”

“Luce can't be moved, Tucker. He's very near death.”

She iooked up at him, worry bringing moisture to her
eyes. Her concern melted all the distance he'd managed
to put between them.

She could only stare at him as his fingertips left her
shoulders and lightly brushed her cheek. Her skin was so
sensitive to his touch that he overwhelmed her. Even the
soft buckskin of her dress seemed to grare against her flesh.
His male scent heightened her awareness with every rag-
ged hreath she drew.

A steady thud began t pound in her temple, and
Raven knew that she had to push him away. She gasped
as she stepped back. Burt distance didn't stop the writhing
of her insides.

She didn't know how she could draw strength from
this man who seemed to take their journey reluctantly, or
why, beneath the uncerainties, the promise of fire was
there, ipniting at their slightest touch.

The promise of fire. Raven trembled and pulled her
gaze to the ground beneath his feet. She had to get her
emotions under control. There was something more im-
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portant that she must do. “Luce,” she said in a fow voice.
“We'd berter get back to him.”

“Yes, We'll stay until the end. Then we'd better get
out of here. All that business about finding a rock wirh a
mark like the sun on your ceremonial bag sounded good,
but if there's a mark like that around here, | haven't seen
ir.”

“It’s here,” Raven insisted. “We have ro find it.”

“And if we don't, then what? We can’t fool around
here looking. The area is getting too crowded. We'll have
to go. Later, maybe, we can return and search.”

“But what if Swift Hand finds the treasure?”

“He won't. Whether 1 believe in spirits or not, it’s
pretty clear that you're the key to the location. If it’s o
be found, we'll ind it. But it won't do your people much
good if we die in the process.”

“We will not die, Tucker.”

Adroitly he tumed her and, with his hand on her
shoulder, pushed her ahead of him down the trail. “How
can you be so sure? I'm not.”

“Because it was meant to be. Because we were cho-
sen.”

Being chosen to dic wasn’t Tucker’s idea of good for-
tune. If Raven’s spirit world intended to make sacrifices,
he didn't intend to become their lamb.

Swift Hand fnished off the last of the Mexican cigarillo
he'd eaken off the dead man and smiled. He sat astride his
horse, studying the mountains above the canyon wall.

It had raken two days, but his men had finally found
the way up the ridge. Come moming they'd ciimb to the
other side, where she'd be within his reach.

He'd force her to reveal the location of the treasure.
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Or maybe he’d just let her find it and take it from her.
Then he'd take his rightful place as leader of the Arapaho.
Once he had gold, they could buy horses and land. No
man would order them around again. Or woman.

With his fingertips he pinched off the fire and stored
the remainder of the cigar in his pouch. The far little
bandit who'd provided the tobacco had been a simpering
coward, but his full knapsacks redeemed his pitiful death.

A horse. A new rifle. Ammunition and a handful of
the thin black cigars. A few bandits had escaped, but they
knew the power of Swift Hand and his braves now. They
wouldn’t retum.

Swift Hand glanced around. There was something
about these mountains, something uneasy. He'd always
known cerrain places were sacred, forbidden to man, but
he'd never experienced such apprehension befare, Leaving
this place would be good.
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They'd finished eating when Tucker heard the braying of
a burro. He grabbed the rifle and waited by the door, lis-
tening to the sound of the complaining animal.

“Hello, the cabin. Are you in there, cousin®™

“I'll po,” Raven said. “Better that nobody knows you
are here”

The stranger standing beyond the door was another
half-breed miner, younger than Luce, yet with the same
physical characteristics. He had a proud nose that told
Raven of his Indian sncestry and a short stature that spoke
of his Mexican heritage. He was dressed in a poncho and
sandals, feading his own burro, with a shovel and pickax
tied to his back.

Before Tucker could stop her, she was out the door.
“Good moming.”

“Moming, sefiorita.” He looked surprised. *I would
speak with my cousin, Luce.”

“Luce is not here.” Until she knew mote, it was bet-
ter for the visitor to think Luce was gone instead of ill.

“] am Benito,” the stranger said.
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“And | am Raven Alexander, Luce's—friend. What
did you want him to know?!”

Benito studied the ground, shuffling his feet uncer-
tainly. “The hills—the hiils are nor safe, sefiorita. | worry
about Luce. He should leave this place and go down to
the village.”

“What do you know about Luce?’ Raven asked, stili
suspicious.

“Luce is my cousin. His mother was my father’s sister.
We hoth share the blood of the Ampaho and the Span-
ish."”

“And do you know why Luce stays here?”

“No. He only says that he must remain until someone
comes to take his place. Is that you?"

“Yes,” Raven said softly. “I think it is.”

Nervously the man studied her, glancing toward the
mountain and back toward Raven. “I would have come 10
warn him sconer, hur I had to travel from the back side
of the mountain o avoid the strangers.”

“Strangers!”

“QOutsiders. Bandits look for Luce, and Indians search
for one of their own. A spirit woman has been stolen from
their tribe. Are you the one they seek?”

Better to confront the accusarion head-on. Raven let
out a light laugh. “You think Luce stole me?”

The miner looked sheepish. “1 do not know. I only
know that his wife is dead and he is alone. But he is old
and sometimes he talks crazy.”

“You talked to the Indians. What did they say?™

“The leader offered me horses to find the woman. |
told him 1 did not know of 2 woman in the mountains.
Luce should not have taken you. I will wait until he re-
tums.”

“Come inside, Benito.” He'd already seen her; there
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was no taking that back. They must either change the
prospector’s mind or play on his decency. “Luce has been
badly hurt by bandits. He is dying.”

The miner followed her, his hand beneath his poncho
as they went into the cabin. His eyes widened when he
caught sight of Tucker holding a rifle leveled ar his mid-
section.

“So you've come to protect Luce?” Tucker asked.

“He would do the same for me and my family.” He
caught sight of the bed and moved to the side of his
cousin, taking his hand. “Si, he is leaving this cumed
place.”

Raven watched Benito take Luce's hand. “Cursed?”
she questioned.

“Luce swore the Ancient Ones made his family puard-
ian of the mountain before our tribe was divided. That
was so fong apo that we no longer knew which tribe we
were.”

“The Arapaho,” Raven whispered. “Haif of the tribe
temained in these mountains, and half journeyed to the
north. Your ribe was guardian of the treasure. My moth-
er's tribe was charged with claiming it when the time
came.”

Benito shook his head. “I've searched the hills all my
life, sefiorita, and I've never found anything. There is no
treasure. Luce was my cousin, but he was a fool.”

Tucker could have produced the gold nupget and the
watch fob, but he didn’t. If Luce had wanted his cousin
o know what he’d found, he'd have shown him. Though
Benito’s affection for Luce was obvious, Tucker sensed
that for now, the less said the better.

After sharing their meager supplies, Benito sat by
Luce's side. When night came, he made his bed outside
the cabin beside the lean-to. During the night, Tucker was
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aware of every time Raven tried to force rabbit broth and
water down Luce. But he refused to swallow and finally
she gave up.

Tucker worried for the first part of the night about
how he could ensure the prospector’s silence. Finally he
decided that cne of the nuggets could be sacrificed. The
next moeming, he'd give Benito the gold and promise him
more if he would conceal Raven’s presence.

But the next moming, Benito was gone.

When Tucker retumed to the cabin to warn Raven,
she met him at the door, her eyes washed with tears.

“I think he must have known. Luce is dead.”

“And we still don’t know where we're supposed to
bury him.”

“We will be shown,” Raven said with more confi-
dence than she felt. “First we bathe him.”

“I know, and shave his head. Though for the life of
me, [ can’t see why. Most Indians associate losing their
hair with losing their power.”

“He was insistent.” Raven turned back to the cabin
to gather their supplies. “Give me your razor. And bring
the bedroll.”

Tucker, who was following, came to an abrupt stop.
‘(whyl}”

“How else are we to shave his head?”

“] didn't mean the razor. Why bring the bedroll?”

“We have to have something to cover him with.”

Tucker groaned. “I was afraid of that.” He handed
Raven the straight razor and wrapped the old man in the
blanket. The pain in Tucker’s ribs was less now as he
carried Luce up the trail to the warerfall.

On reaching the spring, Tucker laid the old man
down and started back down the path.

“Where are you going?”

“Back to the cabin. Just to be on the safe side, 'm



@9?AVEN AND THE COWBOY 97

going to pack the saddlebags and bring the horses and the
burre to the spring. They can drink and graze on what
little grass they can find while we give Luce his last rites.”

Raven didn't have to be told that Tucker was worricd.
She was worricd as well. Benito had disappeared. No tell-
ing what he would do. If Swift Hand was still in the area,
they could be in even more danger. Because of her, Tuck-
er’s life would be threatened.

Tucker was right. The sooner they buried Luce, the
better. She'd hgure out a way to convince Tucker to move
on. Then she'd find the treasure herself.

She quickly shed her buckskin dress and slid into the
water, pulling Luce's head over the edge of the pool. By
the time she heard Tucker returning, she was lathering
Luce’s hair with the roor of a plant that was sometimes
used as a poor man’s soap.

Tucker rounded the boulder and stopped short. He
hadn’t thought ahead to what would happen at the spring.
He certainly hadn't expected to find Raven in the water,
without her clothes. Nudity was natural for Indian women,
but it wasn’t natural for Tucker, and he didn’t welcome
his body's response.

“You'll have to help me, Tucker. I will hold him
while you remove his hair.”

“Yes, ma’am!” he said, covering his confusion with
his sharp reply and snappy salute. “Do 1 remove my
clothes, too, or just jump right in?”

“I'm sorry, Tucker. I don’t mean to take charge, it just
seems to happen. What would you like me to do?”

“Put on your clothes,” he snapped. “Get on your
horse and ride back to wherever you came from.”

She stood, supporting Luce’s head in the icy water.
“You know we must do what we promised. Then you can
go, if you choose.”

“And if the Mexicans and the Arapaho come, you'll
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dig a tunnel and haul off the treasure. And if there are
any wild animals, you'll kill them with your bare hands.”

Tucker saw the wounded expression on her face and
realized how he’d sounded. He was worried, very worried,
and he didn't want to think that most of his concemn was
for this woman. Not because of her possible enemies, but
because of what he was feeling.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “You're right. | gave my word.”
Determined to put her nudity out of his mind, he hobbled
the two horses and the burre. Taking a deep breath,
Tucker puiled off his shirt and removed his boots. Still
wearing his trousers, he picked up the razor from the bank
and slid into the pool.

This woman was changing the pattems of his life.
He'd already slept with her without making love to her.
Now for the second time, he was abour to try o ignore
her lush nude body while he stocd hip to hip with it.

He began o shave away Luce's hair, carching it as it
fell and slinging it toward the rocks on the bank. Having
the horses drink from the pool and bathing in it seemed
natural. But Luce’s long, unwashed hair felt wrong.

As Tucker shaved, a series of black marks were re-
vealed.

“Look, hody painting,” Raven said. “The design must
be some kind of tribal symbols.”

Tucker frowned. “You probably know more than me,
but I've never heard of them being applied to the head.”

“Neither have I, unless someone wanted tc keep the
d=sign secret.” She raised her gaze to Tucker. “Do you
suppose this means something?”

“The only thing I'm sure of, Spirit Woman, is that
you're tumning into a prune and my razor is getting dull.
Let’s get him bathed and get cut of here.”

Moments later Tucker had finished the job and puiled
Luce back into the shade of a boulder. Squatting beside
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the body, he studied Luce's head. Something about the
design locked familiar. Following a hunch, he removed the
tin pan from Yank's saddlebags and, with his knife, trans-
ferred the pattern etched on Luce’s scalp to the bottom of
the pan. He was beginning to get an idea.

*What are you doing?’ Raven asked as she pulled her
dress over her bare body and came to kneel beside him.

“Bring your mother’s carrying bag.”

Raven handed it to him.

Tucker looked at both the pan and the drawing, then
nodded. *“They’re the same, or almost. Except for the but-
terfly.”

“Why a bucterfly”” Raven asked curiously.

“I have no idea. On your drawing there are little jag-
ged marks between the dots and wavy lines. 1 think both
of these sketches are maps.”

In the bripht morning sunlight, Raven squinted her
eyes, trying to see a map in the pinpoint holes Tucker had
made with his knife.

She couldn't make any sense of either. Surely they
hadn't come this far to fail. Flying Cloud had said the
spirits would protect her. Maybe, if she concentrated,
they'd show her the way.

As she looked her heart rate decreased and she felt
very cold. A bright blue-white glow sertled over her, but
the glow was not warm.

From some far place, she heard the low, mourmnful
sound of druins beating in a curious marching rhythm.
This time the chanting spoke of the sun and the moon,
of water, She saw the drawing in her mind. Lines radiated
outward from the sun. As she watched they rippled like
the waves of a mirage on the desert floor. The sun rolled
and began to move. Behind it, like thunderheads in a
storm, lines curled inte round half-circles.

Then came water, a great flood of water that lifted
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and swept her along. Follow the water, the voices said.
Then came darkness and great pain.

“Raven! What's wrong?

Tucker lunged toward her, catching her as she fell,
pale and lifeless, onto the rock beside the pool. With his
hat Tucker scooped the icy water and splashed it across
her cold face.

Too cold. She felt like Luce, like death. Quickly
Tucker carried her away from the pool, wrapped her in
her own blanket, and cradled her to him. To hell with
the treasure, with burying an old man who meant nothing
to him. All he cared about now was the woman in his
arms.

There was something ethereal about her pale skin,
about the dark, lush lashes that lay still on her cheeks.
Shell-like pink lips closed, barely moving as she breathed.
She lay still against him, as trusting as a sleeping child. Was
she dying? Was he responsible for this terrible thing?

His heart hurt. After the painful war years, Tucker
had managed to separate himself from caring about any-
thing. Now this woman had split him open and forced
him to care.

“Open your eyes, sweetheart,” he pleaded. “Smile at
me like you did that night on the ledge when we kept
each other warm.”

Her eyes furtered for a moment. He leaned closer to
hear the words she was whispering, “Promise me you'll
bury Luce.”

“Luce is dead. I can’t do anything for him now. But
I'm not going to let anything happen to you.”

But she remained still. She appeared to be in some
kind of state halfway between sleep and death. She didn’t
get any hetter, but she was no worse either. He had the
feeling that she was wairing.

Finally Tucker got to his feet. He had to get Raven
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to a doctor, no matter the risk. But first he was honor
bound to bury Luce. But where?

He’d give it one last shot. He'd climb up the cliff
beyond the rock where the water fell into the pool. If the
rock with the mark didn't present itself, he'd just dig a
temporary hole. Then when he'd gotten Raven to safety,
he’d come back and look some more. Tucker covered
Raven and returned the pan to the burro’s saddicbags.

Tucking Raven’s map inside his shirt, he laid Luce
across the burro, secured the pick and shovel in the small
animal’s pack, and started up. Constantly warching for In-
dians, or bandits, or even Benito, Tucker climbed. The
trail was nonexistent. The bumo complained. They
climbed over boulders, the stream disappearing for long
stretches, only to reappear just as Tucker was ready to give
up and dig.

As if it were playing a child’s game, it led Tucker on.
Finally, as the sun began to fall lower in the sky, its rays
stanted across the rocks, temporarily blinding Tucker.
What in hell was he doing up here in the mountains look-
ing for some secret mark on a rock when Raven was in
trouble?

A loud squawk broke the silence. Tucker swore, then
blinked and blinked again. A quick picture of Raven came
to mind and he groaned. How long had he been gone
now! What kind of man walked away ffom a woman who
needed him?

No answer came. What kind of man went back on
his word to a dying man! Besides, he'd promised Raven.
Tucker ook a deep breath and hazarded one last attempt
to open his eyes.

Suddenly, as if it hadn't been there moments before,
he saw it. There, on the rock, was a drawing, red against
the dazzling white limestone. Stick men held bows and
ammows, and crudely drawn figures were dressed in armor.



102 Sandra Chastain

But the drawing that caught and held his gaze was that of
a crude circle with rays radiating outward overlaying the
same pattern of dots.

Luce's sign. He'd found the spot.

Like a man possessed, Tucker began to dig. He didn't
know how long he'd been digging when he realized that
he was standing in the hole. “Deep enough.” He climbed
out and pulled Luce into the hole, then covered him with
dirt. Finally, his promise satisfied, he staggered back down
the trail.

The descent was easier. He was so tired that he could
barely walk by the time he got back to the pool. Late
afternoon shadows fell across the pool. Tucker took a deep
breath and focused his gaze on the spot where he'd left
Raven. She was gone. There was no sign she'd ever been
there. Even the horses were missing.

Every thought lefr his mind as the truth registered.
Either Raven had left of her own accord, or she'd been
kidnapped. Either way, she was gone.

For a long minute, Tucker simply stood. Then, like
the mountain lion she’d tikened him to, he let out a roar
of pain that echoed through the rocks and was carried
away by the wind.

At almost the same time Tucker was smoothing out the
earth over Luce’s grave, Raven was seated on Onawa as
Swift Hand tied her hands together and looped the reins
around them.

“You will tell us the location of the treasure, Raven,”
Swift Hand threatened, “or your man will die.”

“I say once again, | have no man.”

“Then who belongs to the black stallion?

“He is a stranger, following an old miner who boasts
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of finding a mountain of gold. Did you not see that ! had
been drugged and bound?”

Swift Hand looked uneasy. He still couldn’t make
sense out of what he and his men had stumbled on. Two
horses were hobbled near the pool of water. Raven had
lzin under her blanket in a deep sleep, and there was no
sign of anyone else. Only the drying strands of body hair
flung against the rocks signified some kind of sacrifice.

“Perhaps. But | saw no sign of restraints. Where is
this man?’

“I do not know. All I can tell you is that he found
me on the trail, injured. For three days,” she improvised,
“he kept me prisoner while he went into the mountains.”

“Looking for the treasure,” Little Eagle said. “She
probably already told him where it was. Now he's gone.”

Swift Hand gave a last vicious tug to the knot, almost
pulling Raven from Onawa's back. “Flying Cloud had no
right to give the secret to you. Rightfully, I should have
been sent o bring back thar which is ours.”

Raven’s head ached. Her mouth was dry, as if she'd
crossed the desert without water. She was having great
difficuley understanding what had happened. The last
thing she remembered was studying the tin pan with the
holes punched in it. Only when she began to wake did
she realize that she'd been captured.

“Please understand. | am only following the Grand-
father's wishes. 1 do not know where the treasure is. 1
would take you with me if you promise to honor my pledge
to buy land for our people.”

“Hah!” Swift Hand swote and lapsed into the Arap-
aho language, gesturing wildly as he spoke.

Raven straightened her back and held her head high.
“Then we will not agree. And 1 tell you again, 1 cannot
guide you to the treasure, for I do not know where it is

hidden.”
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Swift Hand paced back and forth, pausing to stare off
into the distance, then pacing again. Finally he stopped,
squatted, and conferred with Little Eagle. Then he stood.

“We will leave this place for now. No man abandons
his horse. Your man will come for it, and we will just let
him tell us where the treasure can be found.”

Raven was afraid that Swift Hand was right. Tucker
might not care about her, hut he'd not give up Yank easily.
Once more she’d put her rescuer in danger.

Oh, Grandfather, why is this happening? [ cannot believe
thar you wanted chis.

Swift Hand vaulted onto his horse and led the pro-
cession of braves back down the trail to the cabin. Any
hope Raven had of stopping there quickly vanished when
he rode past, raking the hazardous trail back toward the
gorge where the Rio Grande flowed.

Already shadows flled the crevices of rock. It was the
time of night just past sunset, before the moon’s faint rays
ventured across the blackness. More than once Swift Hand
stopped his pony and listened. Even Raven was beginning
to feel a curious unease.

When they reached the ridge, the leader came to a
stop. ""We will camp here.” Swift Hand threw his leg over
his pony and slid to the ground.

He pulled Raven from her horse and shoved her to
the ground near a yellow pine growing at the center of
the rocky ledge. As his men built a fire Swift Hand
searched the saddlebags, finding Tucker’s bottle of whis-
key. The Indians atgued abour who would keep watch and
who would share their find. Soon they forgor about her.
All but Swift Hand.

Though she was both hungry and thirsty, she ignored
her discomfort, concentrating instead on trying to reach
Tucker. She emptied her head of all thoughes, allowing
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her spirit to wander free. She smelled the earth, felt the
rough bark of the tree against her back.

Her mind seemed in tune with the very air. She
waited, as if she expected at any moment to hear someone
speak to her. The wind turned brisk, yet the night sky
remained clear. Closing her eyes, Raven remained totally
still.

Hours passed. She couldn’t see Swift Hand, but she
knew he was there, in the darkness behind her. The fire
bumed down and the braves stretched out to sleep, leaving
only Swift Hand and the one called Little Eagle to watch.

Still Raven waited.

The night was silent, disturbed only by the occasional
howl of a wild animal and the wind. Like a whisper it
came, softly but insistently, the sound of wings, brushing
the night with flutters. Raven felt the touch of something
mystical.

Then suddenly, in one ice-drenched moment, she felt
an intrusion, a presence. No face, no flesh to touch, but
she could feel him. And sitent words—unbidden yet wel-
come.

“Where are you, Spirit Woman? [ feel you, but I can-
not see you.”

Tucker, she whispered. Be stll and I will come to you.

Beyond her skin. Beyond the night she reached, her
mind probing, searching for the polden cord that linked
them. And she knew that she had changed. Whatever she
had been before, she was different now. Her past re-
mained, her future was uncertain. Bur she could examine
both from a far distance. This man, Tucker Farrell, was
her link, her bridge from cne to the other.

She brought his face into view, focusing on his blue
eyes, his golden hair, and his weathered skin. He was
strong but human. Her reluctant self-appointed protector
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was willing to risk his fife to protect hers. And he searched
for her now.

She could see him, sense him, but for now the elusive
golden cord floated in the unknown realm of her mind,
unjoined.

Still, her heart filled with joy. He was alive. And he
scarched for her. She would wait.
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Tucker moved steadily through the night, arguing now
and then with Luce’s burro, who saw no reason to travel
at such a speed. Swift Hand and his braves had made no
effort to conceal their shoeless pony tracks. It was obvious
they wanted to be found.

After his forays into the mountains, Tucker found it
easy to trail them. He was able ro move swiftly, for he
knew the way.

By the time the eastern sky began to lighten, pearly
wisps of clouds swirled around the mountaintop where
Tucker walked. There was an eerie quiet. No birds sang.
No wind. Only silence.

Tucker paused, closed his eyes, and tried to concen-
trate on Raven. Where are you, Spirit Woman? 1 know
you're here somewhere but I can’t find you. I stll don't believe
in all this spirit stuff, but I'd welcome a sign about now,

Nothing. No squawking birds, no pictures drawn on
rocks, no visions. He hadn’r expected anything, yer as he
waited he felt a presence, a commanding sense of connec-
tion. He could neither see her nor hear her, but somehow
they touched.
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It was the altitude, he decided, shaking off the eerie
feeling that had scrtled over him. He emptied the last sip
of warer from Luce’s canteen and rested for a few minutes.
With new purpose he went forward, making his footsteps
as soft as the pads of the mountain lion to which Raven
had likened him,

Around the next outcropping of rock, he saw their
fire. Swift Hand and his braves. They were sleeping, even
the guard, It was too casy. Swift Hand might be confident,
but he was no fool. Unless he wanted Tucker to take
Raven. Unless he’d been drawn into a false sense of se-
cutity.

He counted seventeen Arapasho. Their ponies had
been hobbled and left te move awkwardly beyond their
camp on the small flat ridge where they'd stopped for
sieep. He could see Yank’s huge silhouette in the light,
and the pinto mare who stood beside him. But where was
Raven?

His gaze traveled around the smoldering campfire,
counting sleeping forms in the shadowy light. Then he
saw her. In the middle, leaning against a rock, she sat,
looking straight at him as if she could see him through
the darkness.

No, not yet. Beware.

Her warning came to him as clearly as if she’d spoken.
It was only a slight sound of movement that gave Swift
Hand away, a sound so faint that it might have been
caused by a leaf falling. But Tucker knew instinctively.
The Indian was there, beyond the circle, waiting.

Did he know that Tucker had caught up with them!?
Tucker didn't come any closer. He could see the camp,
yet he was still too far away to be seen. But Luce’s burro
had other ideas. He sensed the presence of the other
horses and began to strain to free himself to reach them.

Then it came to Tucker. Use the distraction, not to
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rescue Raven as they expected, but to take Yank. Raven’s
importance was not lost on Swift Hand. He wouldn’t hurt
her, and Yank’s disappearance could be explained as nat-
ural, particularly if he arranged for some of the other
horses to escape as well. With a horse to ride, when he
tock Raven, they would have the means to escape.

But as logical as his thoughts were, Tucker didn't
know if he could walk away and leave her behind, Would
she understand what he was doing and why? Could he do
it? Perhaps he wouldn'’t have ta.

Tucker tied the burro to a bush. loosely enough so
that he could eventually free himself. Then, drawing down
behind the boulders, he backtracked and moved higher
into the rocks, working his way around the camp to the
other side where the horses were.

Moments later the squealing burro raced down the
trail, through the camp. The Indians reacted automati-
cally, reaching for their rifles and positioning themselves
for an attack. Swift Hand closed the distance between him
and Raven, standing boldly beside his captive.

Bur it was the Indian horses that foiled Tucker’s plan.
One scent of Tucker and they reacted with fear and agi-
tation. He had to act quickly or they would give him away.
As he cur the rawhide from its hooves, Tucker grabbed a
packet of food from the saddlebag of one of the Indian
ponies and stuck it into Yank’s saddlebag. He then un-
shackled a second pony and Yank. He would have freed
Onawa, but Raven would need a safe mount until she
could be rescued. The best Tucker could hope for was that
the Indians would believe the burro had followed them
on his own and in the confusion the horses had escaped.

He had intended to lead Yank away and turn him in
the direction of Luce’s cabin. The big horse would even-
tually stop and wait. But in the melee of the burro’s dis-
turbance, Yank pulled away and ran with the Indian
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ponies to the north. Tucker hadn’t counted on Onawa'’s
determination to follow, even with her legs hobbled. He
had to cut her free or run the risk of injury to the young
horse. So be it. He cut the cord, flicked the mare on her
rump, and watched her escape into the darkness.

Tucker quickly made his way back to a place above
the site so that he could monitor the Indians’ movements.
He had to move carefully now, else he'd let loose one of
the boulders behind which he hid.

Boulders. The perfect answer. If there was a way to
make certain that the falling rubble missed Raven. He
poked his head around the rock he used for shelter and
took a quick look.

The sun, rising across the canyon to the east, cast a
pallor over the campsite. The Indians were trying to calm
their horses. Two braves raced down the trail after the
escaping ponies. Swift Hand had jerked Raven to her feet
and was dragging her toward the largest horse, unleashing
a furious tirade in Arapaho.

“What makes you think anybedy directed the burro?
He'’s just used to being with the horses,” Raven said. I
already told you that Tucker went hunting yesterday and
never retumed. My guess is that the Mexicans got him.”

Swift Hand [ooked around uneasily. It was obvious
that he wasn't buying her explanation, but since Tucker
hadn’t tried o rescue Raven, the Indian was confused.

“Where’s Cnawa?” Raven asked.

Swift Hand jerked around, noting for the first time
that, along with the big black, the painted mare was also
gone. The luss of four horses meant that some of the
braves would walk, and none wanted that assignment

“Let’s go,” Swift Hand ordered. “You can ride dou-
ble.”

“Why would you want to leave when the treasure is
behind us!" Raven asked shrewdly.
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Swift Hand glanced back up the trail warily. “The
spirits are restless,” he said. “They d¢ not welcome the
Arapaho.”

“This is because they do not wish you to invade their
sacred mountains. Let me go, and 1 will share whatever
wealth | find with ail the Arapaho people. [ give you my
word.”

“No, it is a trick. 1 do not trust you, Medicine
Woman. Bring my pony.” He let go of Raven for a mo-
ment to cut the tethers from his horse.

At that moment Raven glanced up in the rocks. She
saw the boulder bepin to shimmy, slightly at first, then
wildly. Loose gravel began to slide down the mountain.
Then with a great creak, the boulder toppled over and
began to fall toward the spot where Swift Hand stood.

He heard the commotion and looked up, let out a
yell, and started after Raven. But she had already plunged
into the racks out of the boulder’s path and started climb-
ing upward.

“Get back here, Medicine Woran!”

The boulder suddenly veered, hit a Jarger rock, and
bounced, breaking into three pieces and rolling in opposite
directions, one piece splitting Swift Hand from his braves,
another separating him from Raven. By the time the dust
settled, she had vanished.

“Spread out,” Swift Hand called to his men. “Find
her!”

But they only stared. It was obvious to Tucker that
none wanted to risk rousing the wrath of the mountain.
In order to save his dignity, Swift Hand must counter the
interference of the elements.

His quick search of the area proved unsuccessful.
Swift Hand’s expression was perplexed at first, then un-
easy.

“She is nowhere,” Little Eagle said.
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“She is somewhere,” Swift Hand insisted. “Look
again.”

Bur this time Little Eagle seemed even more reluctant
to follow orders. “She is a spitit woman; maybe while we
were not looking, she tumed into a raven and flew away.”

“You are right, my brothers,” Swift Hand agreed, “we
must not act toe quickly and anger the spirits, We will
wait until the time is right. Then the treasure will be
ours.” He tumed, threw his lcg across his pony, and rode
away, his men following without even a backward glance.

Once he was certain that Swift Hand hadn’t doubled
back, Tucker called out, “Raven, where are you?

But there was no answer. He was beginning o get a
bad feeling. Where was she!?

He moved quickly down the mountain, being careful
not to dislodge any more loose rock. He went to the place
where he’d last seen her.

Then he found her, hidden beneath debris and brush.
The third rock had found its mark. Raven lay white-faced
and still, with the rock resting on her leg. :

“Damn it to hell! [ thought your spirits would protect
one of their own.”

“I'm all right, Tucker. | won't do any marching, but
then, you have the more experience at that. Cali Onawa.”

He found a limb to use as a wedge and moved the
rock, grimacing at the nasty cut just below her knee. “On-
awa’s gone. 1 set Yank free and she insisted on tagging
along.”

“She’ll return, when it's safe.”

“I hope so.” He was beginning to wonder if safety was
something they could ever look forward to. “Can you
stand?”

“You mean can [ walk?” She gave him her hands and
allowed him to lift her. Standing was possible, but she
winced, and blood began to flow from the wound.
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“Take a step.”

She let out an agonizing cry and nearly crumpled as
she put her weight on her injured leg. “Well, I puess that
takes care of walking,” she said with a grimace. “1 think
[ sprained my ankle.”

Tucker looked about anxiously. Swift Hand may have
ridden away, but there was no puarantee that he wouldn't
double back. In fact, all of this could be an elaborate hoax
to dmw him out. With Tucker out of the way, Raven
would be forced to rely on Swifr Hand's help.

Walking back to Luce’s cabin under the best of cir-
cumstances would be risky. Now it would be impossible.
Without horses they couldn’t make any kind of time.

“Well, | guess I'll have to carry you.” He lifted her in
his arms and stoically refused to show any evidence of the
pain her weight caused his sore ribs.

“You can't carry me,” Raven protested. “You're still
injured.”

“I'm fine. Have | complained?”

“No, but no man heals that quick.”

“But I'm a cougar, remember!?”

His warm breath fluttered her hair. Then he pulled
back, his blue eyes teasing as he smiled, erasing for a mo-
ment the seriousness of rheir situation. Her breath caught
in her throat as she glimpsed a side of Tucker Farrell she
hadn’t scen. She was aware of the feel of his hard, sinewy
chest pressed against her, of the bear of his heart and the
pressure of his fingertips against her thighs. His nearness
took away her fears, replacing them with a mad surge of
something she couldn’t put a name to.

For a second his fingers dug into her tib cage, and she
knew that he was feeling the same flash of awareness. “I
know that I'm beavy,” she said in a breathless voice.
“Even for a cougar.”

“You're—you're just right.”
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She let go of one hand and traced the tiny scab left
from where he’d cut his face shaving. “You're very strong.”

“And Pm also very much a man, Raven Alexander.
Stop rubbing yourself against me unless you want me to
find a cave and—"

She gasped. “And what?”

“Well, lec’s put it this way. Cougars aren’t solitary
animals. And it’s spring.”

She gave his face one last touch and replaced her
hand around his neck. She felt the tight tesistance in his
body and the tension in her own as it brushed against him.

“I may not have any personal expericnce with men,
Tucker, but | know the danger we are in and I know you
could get away and go back to find the treasure for your-
self. Why are you doing this?”

“Damned if I know. Because you put some kind of
witch’s spell on me, I suppose.”

She paid lictle heed to his waming. She wasn't afraid
of her cougar, whether it was spring or not. Like his animal
spirit, he was a magnificent specimen of a male, and she
couldn’t stop herself from pulling his head down to hers.
He’d kissed her once and the memory of those lips against
hers was driving her to distraction.

Her lips parted sweetly heneath his, her tongue sweep-
ing past them and finding the essence of the man she was
learning to need more than life. There was a moan. She
didn’t know whether it was her or Tucker, but as the fire
caught, she gave in to the incredible need to fold herself
around him.

She kneaded the back of his neck, saying with her
hands and mouth what she couldn’t put into words. Be-
cause of their situation, this might be all she’'d ever have
of this man who was becoming so important to her.

His hand beneath her bottom clenched and un-
clenched, moving up and down as if he couldn’t be still.
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Finally, with a gasp, he pulled away and wenr down on
one knee.

“Don’t do this, Raven. Suppose Swift Hand returns?”

She was breathing so hard that she could barely talk.
She burned everywhere they rouched. “I don't think that's
going to happen. He knows now that these mountains are
sacred. He'll have to ind more courage before he can re-
turn.”

“That’s what I mean. We only have a few hours to
put some distance between us. We can't do this.”

Roughly he lifted her and stood once more, heading
not up the tmil as she expected but in the same direction
as the Indians had gone. He was going to retum her to
Swift Hand. She'd pushed him too far.

“I'm sorry, Tucker. | didn’t mean to make you angry.”

“Angry! Spirit Woman, I’'m a lot of things right now,
but angry isnt one of them. fust keep quiet and let me
think.”

She complied, trying to hold herself away from him,
from the continuing heat of his touch.

“1 think we'll confuse him a bit,” he said.

“Isn't this a bit like the tortoise chasing the hare!”

“Not exactly. The tortoise is going to take a shart
cut.” With that he left cthe erail and started upward, care-
fully threading his way through the rocks.

"Where are you poing!”

“Benito talked about a village in the valley beyond
the mountain. If we go there, we can find shelter and help.
Relax, Raven. I'm not saying no to your offer, I'm saying
wait.”

Patience was a trait Raven had never developed. But
Tucker's implied yes was intriguing enough for her to con-
template. As they made their way up, the sun followed
them, moving higher in the sky. Its fight erased the wispy
patches of clouds, turning the glistening rocks of gray
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granite a silvery color. The climb was exhausting and hot,
and they had no food or water.

Tucker was strong, and after her initial worry, Raven
relaxed against him, her arms around his neck, her fore-
head tucked into the hollow bencath his chin. Once
again, even in the midst of danger, he'd made her feel
safe,

As they climbed he grew winded and had o stop fre-
quently. Finally, as the sun sprang into the space directly
overhead, he reached a stand of stubby mesquite trees and
laid her down in the patch of shade they provided.

“Pm poing to leave you here for a bit and double
back.”

“why?‘!

“l want to find a place where [ can sec¢ behind us.”
He needed to make certain they weren't being followed.
He also knew that in spite of her calm demeanor, the
constant movement of her ankle caused her a great deal
of pain. And sooner or later, they had to ind water. With
water he could clean her wound, maybe even brew up
some of that red berry liquid that would ease her pain.

Raven watched him go, swallowing hard, hghting the
urge to call him back. Tucker was right to be concemed,
for she knew thar Swift Hand wouldn’t give up. She had
sensed his fear of the mountains, his vncertainty of her
powers, but greed and the need to be a hero in the eyes
of their pecple would soon override his anxiety.

She stretched out her leg and winced as she caught
sight of the swelling. Being carried was pleasant, but
Tucker couldn’t hold out for long. As he climbed back
down the mountain, she saw that he leaned slightly to the
side and carried his elbow flat against his rib cage, tribute
to the pain that his efforts must have caused. She didn't
have to test her ankle to know that walking was some-
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thing she wouldn’t be doing for a while. But Tucker was
not invincible.

Laying her head back, she closed her eyes. Tucker
couldn't carry her forever; they'd have to find somewhere
to hide before night came again. They'd wrapped Luce in
Tucker's bedroll for burial. Now with the horses gone, so
was her blanket, and all their food and water.

She tried to evaluate their options. Tucker stil! had
his pistol and she still had—she touched her neck-—yes.
Her medicine bag was still there. Once she took 2z little
rest, she might be able to fashion some kind of crutch or
splint so that she could manage on her own. If only she
had some water, she could treat her wound. Food she
could do without.

But beyond that, the question of locating the treasure
still loomed large. After finding Luce and coming so close
to her goal, they appeared to be heading in a totally dif-
ferent direction. She and Tucker had become a kind of
team, but now their personal survival stood in the way of
their mission, and she couldn’t let that happen. The gov-
emment would scon gather her pecple and force them
farther west. She didn’t have a lot of time.

She dozed for a while, fitfully, and when she woke she
discovered that Tucker was still gone.

Despair swept over her. The pain in her leg rolled
through her empty stomach towatd her chest like an av-
alanche. She felt such loss, such pain. She'd always spent
time alone, but that was before Tucker Farrell, before the
raven had met her mountain lion.

“The dream was right, Grandfather. The raven was
the injured one. The cougar saved her.”

Raven lay, freeing her mind. This time she con-
sciously willed a vision. She needed direction. She needed
some kind of confirmation that all was not lost. Slowly at



118 Sandra Chastain

first, the drums came, growing louder as she waited. Then
the chanting began, familiar words, a children’s song about
games. But the chanting became louder and she joined in
repeating the words.

Natinachabena!
[Now I go to seek my horses!]
Ni nananaechana!
[So here [ stand and look about me!]
Ni nananaechanal
[So here I stand and look about me!]
Natinachabena!
[Now I go to seek my horses!]

The sound grew and grew until she felt her body begin
to flutter. Her feet left the earth and she began to rise.
Soon she was high in the sky, looking down at the woman
sleeping benecath the mesquite trees below.

Feeling the wind beneath her wings, she soared, leav-
ing pain and uncertainty behind, allowing the earth and
the sky to cleanse her, ftee her to fly.

Still the song echoed in her mind. Seek the horses! Seek
the horses! Then she saw them, Yank and Onawa racing
through the rocks and scrub as if they, too, felt the wind
against their chests, their manes flying in the breeze that
swept them along.

Through the eyes of the raven, she searched the ter-
rain until she saw Tucker, leaning against a boutder, press-
ing his hand against his ribs. He was tired, in pain, but he
only stopped for a moment, then forced himself to tum
and head back up the mountain toward the spot where
he'd left her.

The flying black bird could see no sign of Swift Hand
and his warriors, Dipping her wing, she allowed the cur-
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rent to sweep her toward the horses. Hear my words, On-
awa, follow the raven.

The small mare lifted her head and snorted, seudying
the sky, pawing at the earth anxiously.

Come, faithful friend. Bring Yank and follow me.

After several moments of indecision, the horse began
to move, slinging her head often to keep the black bird
in sight. The travel for the horses was slow and often dan-
gerous, for they had to forge through steep areas where
there was no trail. A false step could have meant death.
Yer Onawa kept coming. And Yank followed nervously
behind. :

The raven bepan to tire. She was thirsty and there
was no water close enough for her to drink. The horses
were thirsty, too, and unsettled. Never before had they
followed a spirit guide.

The winds dropped. The taven’s wings grew heavy,
and, like a leaf falling from the tree, the bird came slowly
back to earth, disappearing as if it had never been. The
drums hushed. The voices quieted. Raven slept.

Swift Hand reined in his horse and brought his men to a
stop.

“Why did we flee?” Little Eagle asked.

“The spirits were not happy. They moved the moun-
tain to show their displeasure. We will wait until the med-
icine woman finds the treasure. Then we will take it ftom
her.”

“Qur bellies are empty now. What shall we do?”

“There is a ranch near Santa Fe. [t covers all the land
that once belonged to our people.” Swift Hand thought
for a moment, then whirled and rode away. “We ride
down ftom the mountain and take what we want from
those who tock from our forefathers. Aicee!”
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When Tucker returned, he carried a shovel with a broken
handle. Somewhere along the way, he'd removed his ban-
danna from around his neck, tying it around his forehead
like the wild Apache he’d accused Raven of being.

The tear in the knee of his pants had widened, allow-
ing almost his entire kneecap to poke through. Perspira-
tion stained the denim of his shirt. A cowboy he might
be, but becoming a mountain man in hiding wore uneasily
on the big, tawny man.

“Raven,” he said, relieved to see that she was watch-
ing him as he came to her side. “How is the leg!?”

“Swollen and painful. We're both in pretty sad shape,
I'd say. Did you see any sign of Swift Hand?”’

“No. 1 think they must have kept riding.” He didn't
tell her that the Indian was probably smart enough to
figure our that the best way ro find the treasure was to let
Raven lead them to it. Why risk losing the location by
confrontation?

There was no sign of her captor now, hut with his
skills, Swift Hand would be able to track a wounded
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woman and a man on foot. Somebody would be watching,
sconer or later.

He tried to erase the frown of concern from his face.
He knew thar her endurance was being tested as much as
his own.

“lt’s all right, Tucker. I understand how bad the sic-
uation is. Bur our horses will be here soon, and we can
ride over the ridge to Benito's village.”

Tucker hadn't seen any sign of the horses either, but
he was too whipped to argue. He'd been moving all night
and he was tired and thimsty. “First things first.” He started
to dig at the base of the mesquite tree.

- *"What are you doing?”

“Surcly you know about the mesquite tree’s roots
sccking water. An old rancher told me once, the only way
they can survive out here is if there’s water. We just have
to go deep enough to find it.”

“] know about mesquite trees, Tucker, but you can't
dig deep enough up here to find water. This ground is
almost solid rock. We'd do better to get moving. Onawa
will soon be here and we'll make better time.”

“And how do you know that?”

“l just know that she and Yank are near.”

Tucker’s argument was cut off by the sound of move-
ment behind them. Seconds later Omawa picked her way
across the loose boulders and came into sight, followed by
Yank and a complaining burro.

“Christ, how do you do thac?” His voice was cross.
He'd had as much mysticism as he could stand. “Do you
and the horse share some kind of mental connection?”

“I do not know. It has always been so.”

It might have been, but the idea unnerved Tucker.
At least he didn’t have to dig halfway 1o China. “Now we
have the horses, who also need water,” Tucker said, hop-
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ing their canteens were still in the burro’s pack. They
were. They could drink from the tin cup in the saddlebag,
but his hat was gone, and damned if he intended to fll
his boot with water so that the animals could drink.

Searching further, he pulled out the tin pan. *“Too
bad 1 put holes in this. They never made any sense and
now it’s worthless. 1 ought 1o throw it away.”

“No. 'm certain we'll find a use for your map. Look
again. The cup should be there.”

{t was. Tucker uncapped one of the canteens and
poured a small amount of the liquid into it. He first offered
it to Raven, who refused to take more than a sip. Next
he drank, sparingly, but mote deeply than Raven. He al-
lowed each horse a small amount of the precious liquid,
then recapped the container and packed it in the saddle-
bags once more.

“] don'’t suppose you'd like to dream us up a nice
stream and a fat rabbic, would you?

“] wish [ could, Tucker. But 1 don't always have con-
trol over my visions. They come from the spirit world.”

“Well, maybe we’ll get lucky. Let's keep moving.”

By now the sun had slipped over the rim of the ridge
behind them. They needed to move quickly since they
could more easily be tracked in the daytime. Delaying the
treatment of Raven's injury, Tucker set her on Onawa’s
bare back. Then he mounted Yank, who for once didn't
protest, and rode the big horse toward the summit.

“Just let the horses choose,” he instructed Raven.
“They'l} find the way better than you or [.”

They reached the top of the ridge by late aftemoon
and starred down. The horses were tentative at first, then
moved more eagerly. Suddenly Onawa came to a stop,
forcing Yank to do the same.

In the twilight’s dead quiet, Tucker heard the sound
of the wind sweeping down the draw. The leaves of the
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cottonwood trees tustled below, faintly at fmst, then
louder. Someone was moving there,

Tucker slowly drew his pistol from its holster. He nar-
rowed his eves, studying the shadows. If Swift Hand lay
in wait, there was lirtle Tucker could do. They were all
exhausted. The ridge was behind them and the intruder
was waiting below.

Then Tucker let out a chuckle and a deep breath.
“Ie’s okay, Raven. It’s just a wild animal. Maybe a deer. If
I dared fire this pistol, we'd have supper.”

“How can you be sure?”

He didn’t have to show her. The bumro, untethered,
bounded down the trail. His screams of pleasure frightened
a small mountain goat, who ran from the trees, scrambled
up the rocks, and disappeared into the shadows.

“] think we can be sure that we're alone.” Tucker
relaxed for the first time since they'd crested the ridge.
“Otherwise that goat wouldn't have been prazing down
there. From the burro’s behavior, 1'd say there is water
beyond those trees. That's where the horses have been
heading ali along.”

Yank and Onawa moved quickly down the draw, into
the stand of cottonwood and pifion. Tucker climbed
down. He heard the sofr ripple of a stream rolling over
stenes and hitting a pool below. Soon the animals were
drinking noisily.

He could tell from the slump of Raven's shoulders
that she’d gone as far as she could go. “P'll help you down.”

“Yes. Can we have a fire? I'm suddenly getting very
cold.”

“‘Can we have a fire? Is the general abdicating her
post?” he asked with a smile.

“The general is t0o weary to worry.”

Tucker put his arms around her waist and swung her
down, being careful not to touch her swollen leg to the
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ground. He held her, for just a moment, then chastised
himself for his thoughtlessness. She was hungry, thirsty,
and exhausted, and here he was acting like some randy
cowboy with nothing but lust on his mind. Looking
around, he settled her on a tree stump by the water.

“Pll lay out your bedroll. I guess we're fortunate chat
Swift Hand decided to make you sleep sitting up. Other-
wise we'd have left it behind.”

She didn't answer, but seemed content to watch him
make camp.

As quickly as he could, Tucker cleared the ground
and unrolled the mat. Once more he moved Raven, plac-
ing her on the blanket. He removed his vest and folded
it, sliding it beneath her head as a pillow. For just a sec-
ond, he aflowed himself to look at her, then reluctantly
moved away to gather dry wood for a fire. Using one of
his precious matches, he lit the moss and watched it blaze
up. Soon the fire licked red tongues around the dry
branches.

“Isn’t it dangerous to build a fire!™ Raven asked wear-
ily. '

“I don't think it matters. We're over the ridge in a
low place, in the trees. ¥ Swift Hand is following us, he
already knows where we are. We'll have to make do with
cold tortillas I took from one of the Indians’ ponies.”

Raven licked her dry lips. “We wouldn’t have that,
except his braves were more interested in the whiskey they
found than the food.”

Whiskey. His whiskey. He fumbled through his sad-
dlebag. “Damn!”

“What's wrong?” :

“Nothing. 1 guess it was too much to hope that they
wouldn't find it. At least our escape makes more sense.”

“Sorry about your whiskey. Guess you'll just have to
drink water,” she said.
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The commeal fritters were hard and dry, but after
being dipped into the cup of spring water, they wete cat-
able. After they'd finished the meal, Tucker flled the tin
cup once again and set it in the fire to boil.

“Do you have any more of that root and berry med-
icine?”

Raven pulled her medicine bag cut fromn beneath her
buckskin dress and pulled it open. “Yes, a small amount.”

“The berry concoction takes away the pain?”

“Yes, but I don't think Pl need it.” She handed him
the last piece of the healing root. "Place this in the water
and boil it.”

He followed her directions, then murtered, “1 wish [
still had the whiskey.”

“Well, [ could probably find some bark and make you
a nice tea,” Raven said.

“I didn’t intend to drink ir. [ was going to treat your
wound with it.” Wetting his bandanna in the stream, he
sat down beside Raven,

Her sun-kissed legs were long and supple, used to
walking, but not to a man’s touch. At fitst she started,
then ler out a deep breath and visibly forced herself to
relax as he lifted her foot with one hand and her knee
with the other. Carefully he washed the cut, pleased that
so far as he could see in the lengthening shadows, it didn't
look angry.

He continued to wash and touch her long afeer his
need to treat the wound was done. She was a beautiful
woman, openly showing her trust in him. He couldn’t jus-
tify or restrain his growing reaction to her body.

Forget it, Tucker. This woman is hurt. Put your mind
out of its misery and gee to che job of treating her wound.

After he'd poured the root liquid into the cut, he put
the cup back on the fire and heated more water. Then,
dipping his bandanna into the water, he applied the hot
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cloth to the wound. Over and over, he repeated this until
he was satisfied thar the leg was totally warmed. Finally
he stood.

*] hope Swift Hand’s braves didn't get a hankering to
take a lady’s petticoat back to the village.” He removed
their packs from the hotses, opened hers, and drew out
the soft white cotton garment. “Nope, it's still here.”

Ripping the rest of the ruffle away, he bandaged the
wound, then bound the ankle, splitting the end of the
strand of material and tying it to hold the fabric tight. By
the time he'd finished, Raven was half asleep.

He covered her with her blanket, then piled more
wood on the fire and lay down on the ground beside her,
bue far enough away to keep from touching. “I'm sorry you
had to use your bedroll te bury Luce,” she whispered
drowsily.

“Don’t worry about it. ['ve slept on the ground plenty
of nights.”

She pulled back her blanket. “Don't be silly, Tucker.
Come here.”

“I'm not sure that’s a good idea, Raven.”

“My protector,” she teased. “We've come too far to
worry about good and evil. Besides, I'm cold.”

Tucker unbuckled his gunbelt and laid it at the top
of the blanket, then slid into the bedroll. As naturally as
if they'd always slept together, she snuggled against him,
pulling his arms around her, one beneath her head and
the other around her waist.

“Tucker?

“Yes, what's wrong? Does your leg hurt?™

“No, ir isn’t my leg. It's my stomach. It feels very
strange. Does your stomach ache!”

Neot my stomach, darling. “No. Maybe it was the tor-
tillas.”

“l don't think so. I had the same kind of pain that



@(?AVEN AND THE COWBOY i27

night in Luce’s cabin. It seems to come at the strangest
times."” '

She moaned slightly and wiggled her hottom over and
over as if she were tightening and letting go of her mus-
cles.

“Don't do that, Raven.”

“All right, it doesn’t seem to help anyway.”

“Go 1o sleep, woman. You're just tired.”

“] suppose—Tucker?”

*Now whar?”’

*“Will you kiss me?”

He had no business even touching her, certainly not
responding when she rolled over in his arms, threw her
leg over his thigh, and lifted her face up to his. But there
was just so much any man could take, and Tucker had
passed that point long minutes ago.

He kissed her, not because she asked, but because he
needed to. *Just a minute, Spirit Woman,” he whispered
and tugged the thong from het braid, loosing her hair
across her shoulders.

“SWhat are you doing? she asked.

“I just have a great urge to feel your hair,” he whis-
pered. “Besides,” he lied, “that rope was cutting into my
shoulder. That and those beads on that dress you're wear-
lng.”

“Oh, Pm sorry. I didn’t think.” She pushed herself up,
and before he realized what she was doing, she’d pulled
the dress over her shoulders and pitched it acrass the tree
stump. “I never ltked sleeping on them either,” she said
and leaned over him, ready for his kiss.

“What are you doing, Raven? We can't sleep like
this.”

“Why not? Would you like to remove your shirt and
boots?"

He groaned. “Your leg,” he mumbled, threading his
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fingertips into her hair and pulling it over her bare breasts
in a halfhearted attempt to cover the beauty of her body.

“You're right, it would be more comfortable lying flat.
Let’s tum over.” Before he could rtell her to stop, she'd
rolled back over, pulling him with her. Now his face was
over hers and his hand, still tangled in her hair, was rest-
ing on her breast.

“Oh, Raven, what in the west side of hell are we
going to do?”

“I truly don’t know, but you're a man and 1 thoughr
you might show me."”

“Under other circumstances E might,” he admitted,
feeling his fingers disregard any sane command from his
mind and begin to tease the nipple afready beaded hard
and erect. “But you're tired and hurt.”

“l don’t seem to feel the hurt now, and I think
something has given me energy. Maybe it was the root
medicine. Kiss me, Tucker, or [ shall die.”

He was lost. He'd been lost from the moment he'd
awoken on that ledge to find Raven Alexander staring at
him. He'd fought his desire for her, but with her scent
filling his nostrils, her supple body beneath his, her silky
hair and smooth skin caressing him, he knew he was losing
the bagtle.

Her fingers ran rampant, sliding between the buttons
of his shirt, touching, examining, brushing him with fire.

“No, Raven. Stop this. You don't understand what
you're asking for.”

She grew still. “No, I don't, but ['ve seen my Indian
sisters with their sweethearts. Am I so awfui that you don't
wish to have me?” She was having as much trouble con-
trolling her desire as he was. Unless he could curb that
need, he’d never be able to hold back.

“Perhaps,” he whispered, “there is something 1 can
do. Just don’t rouch me, Raven. Try not to touch me.”
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“Why? I like touching you. It gives me grear plea-
sure.”

He groaned. “That's the problem. Pleasure is most in-
tense when it's shared. But it's also more lethal. Just lie
back, Raven, and let me make you feel very good.”

For once she took orders, relaxing her fingertips and
allowing them to be freed from his shirt. He took both
her hands and lifted them above her head as he kissed
her. Beginning with a soft brush of his lips against hers,
he was rewarded with gentle response. From there he
deepened the kiss, increasing his pressure as well as his
urgency. She followed.

When she began to undulate her body beneath his,
he pulled away. “Oh, will you remove your clothing too?”
she asked.

“No,” he gasped, before clasping her breast with one
hand. “This is for you, darling, not me.”

“But would it not be beiter if we were both naked?”

Tucker blanched, his entire body shuddering at the
innocence of her remark. He didn't answer. For all the
angels in heaven, he couldn’t think of a reply that
wouldn’t make him completely lose control. Instead he
used his other hand to caress her skin, skimming, knead-
ing, moving ever downward as she writhed beneath his
touch.

Finally he reached the soft hair at the source of her
heat.

“Tucker?

“It’s all right, sweetheart. Just trust me. I'll take care
of you.” He let go of her breast and found her mouth once
more,

As her lips opened heneath his he slipped his tongue
inside, matching those movements with his fingers as he
slid inside the tunne! of moisture between her legs. Slowly
at first, he played with the tiny nub at the crest of the
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opening, then moved in and out, never pushing past the
barrier he felt inside.

God, he wanted her. He might not even have 1o enter
her to find release. As he moved against her thigh he felt
himself swell, harden, and throb.

Raven's breath began to come fast and frantically. She
was holding his head now between her hands as she
sucked and plunged into his mouth in rhythm to his
movemenis. Then he felt it, the ripple that suddenly be-
came a wave of release.

She let go of his head and broke away from his lips,
crying out in unrestrained passion of release. As she trem-
bled, Tucker marshaled every ounce of control he had and
forced himself to be still. So close, too close, he didn't
dare breathe, or else everything would be lost and he'd
rofl over and plunge himself inside her.

Finally she was still.

“My mountain licn,” she whispered. “He has every
right to roar in the night.”

Roar, maybe, Tucker thought. But it would be in frus-
tration, not triumph. He realized that she didn’t under-
stand what agony he was suffering. Bur she would, one
day, by heavens. The right man would come into her life
and she’'d know. He was sorry it wouldn’t be him, but that
could never be. Sometime in the last three days, he'd
come to understand that she was to be the savior of an
indian nation. He was just a drifter. Whar was he doing
with a savior?

He couldn’t interfere with her mission. And he had
no part in it, beyond helping her find the treasure. Then
he'd take his share and buy land for a ranch. Raven could
never be his; he wasn't good enough.

*Did ] do something wrong?” Raven asked, cteeping
back into the safety of his embrace.

“Ne, ma’am. You did everything just right.”
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“But you—I don’t know much, but 1 thought that
men were the ones who felt the pleasure.”

“They do. Don’t ever think you don’t bring a man
pleasurc, Raven Alexander, for you do. Great pleasure and
the promise of more. Now sleep. We can’t rest too long.
The Indians are still out there and maybe the bandits as
well.”

“Pm not worried, Tucker Farrell. Fm safe here with
you. 1 know."” :

“} wish 1 were sure, Spirit Woman. [ wish [ were.”

Raven turned to her side, swallowed back a yawn, and
let out a deep satisfied sigh. “I feel very good. This is much
better than the juice of the red berry.”

As the light of the sun pave way to the light of the
moon, Tucker lay listening to Raven breathe, taking in
the sweet woman smell of her. A few arrows of sunlight
shot through the patches of foliage overhead. Onawa,
Yank, and the burro moved along the stream, feeding.
And the evening was guiet.
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Raven opened her eyes to find a brown-frocked priest sic-
ting on the tree stump watching her.

“Good moming, sefiorita,” he said, smiling broadly.
“] didn’t mean to wake you, bur 1 didn’t want to rake
Jonah without relling you. 1 expect you'd like ro dress, so
we'll just be on our way.”

Raven pulled the blanket higher and cut her eyes to
the empty place by her side. She was alone in the bedroll
where last night she'd— She blushed. Where was Tucker
and why wasn't be saying anything?

“Jonah!” she managed to whisper.

“A sorry excuse for a burro, he's forever running away
from home. He likes to visit people he meets when he
accompanies me on my rounds. Gets himself into some
terrible predicaments. That's why [ named him Jonah.
Thank the Holy Father that we have no whales in the
territory.”

The odd little man stood up, smoothed the skirt of
his tobe, and rsmed to lead the bumo away.

“Wait.” Raven sat up, clutched the falling blanket,
and reached for her buekskin dress.
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“Yes?”

“The tin pan, in the saddlebags. [t belongs to me.”

“Forgive me, ! should have asked.” He turned his back
and opened the pack.

Taking advantage of his move, Raven pulled her dress
on and started to stand. In her haste she forgot about het
ankle and attempted to put her weight on the injured foot.

“Ahhh!” That wouldn't work. She dropped to her
knees, throwing ali her weight on her good leg.

“Is there something wrong, sefiorital” The priest hur-
ried to her side and looked down at the bandaged limb.
“Oh, forgive me, you are hurt.”

“No. I mean yes. | fell.”

He looked curiously around. “Are you alone here?”

“My. .. husband is out—hunting.” She hoped that
her words spoke the truth. Onawa stood munching grass
beside the creek. But Yank was gone. She didn’t want to
think that Tucker had abandoned her. But where could
he be?

“l do not tike to teave you here alone,” the priest
said. “I am Father Francis. I see to the spiritual needs of
the village below.”

“Village befow? Benito’s viliage?” she asked eagerly.

“Si, sefiorita. You know Benito?

*“Yes, he said he was Luce’s cousin.”

“Luce. Yes, I know Luce.” The priest pursed his lips.
“Was? You speak of him as though he were in the past. Is
something wrong?”

“I’'m afraid that Luce was shot by bandits. We found
him wounded. I did the best I could for him, but he died.”

“] will say a prayer for his soul,” Father Francis said
somberly, then glanced around once more. “Bandits?” he
questioned softly, as if he thought they might be listening.
“Would that be Porfiro and his gang of outlaws!"

“Why yes, how did you know?
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“For days they've combed these mountains, searching
for a cowboy traveling alone. They stayed for one night
in the village, stirring up much mischief before they rode
out.”

“Then they've gone? Did they say where they were
going?”’

“No, sefiorita, but now that I know what you did for
poor Luce, [ cannot in good conscience leave you here.
Where wete you heading?”’

“To Benito's village,” she answered. “You see, we
have to buy supplies—we were atracked by Indians and
fost ours. We'd hoped that Benito would help us get
more.”

“l witt rake you there, sefiorita. Then [ will send
someone to look for your husband.”

“But Tucker isn't——" She stopped. It would serve
their purpose better to let the priest continue to believe
that they were man and wife. “—isn’t lost. He'll be here
soon.”

“I'm here now, sweetheart,” Tucker said as he stepped
into the clearing, his face and hair beaded with water, his
hand resting casually on his pistol. “Thank you, Father,
for allowing us to accompany you.”

“[ didn’t see you when 1 came,” Father Francis said
suspiciously.

“Nor 1 you,” Tucker answered. “I was downstream.
When 1 heard a man speaking, it seemed more prudent to
find out what you wanted before | revealed myself. Would
you like to wash your face before we go, Mrs. Farrell?”

He couldn’t conceal the twinkle in his eye as he lifted
her and carried her toward the creek bank nearby. “Father
Francis and I will pack up, then I'll come back for you.”

Raven nodded, her hearr thumping from both grati-
tude and his neamess. As soon as Tucker was gone she
took care of her moming ablutions and braided her hair,
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tying it with a piece of the fringe tom from her dress.
When he returned, she felt better, though she doubted
that she looked any different.

When she called out thar she was ready, Tucker lifted
her, whispering impishly in her ear, “Mrs. Farrell. You
look beautiful this moming.”

“l didn't know what else to tell him,” she said, placing
her lips close to his ear.

“You did exactly right. Now, if you'll just come up
with some reason why we were traveling up here in the
first place, we just might get away from our enemies.”

“We tell the truth. We were traveling norcth and en-
countered Luce on the tmail. He was waunded and we
brought him home. Then the Indians attacked us. Why
wouldn’t he believe that?

“] can’t imagine,” he said, thinking of a hundred rea-
sons why the truth sounded like a lie.

He placed her on Onawa, rolled up their bedding, and
tied it on Yank. He glanced around their hidden glade. It
had been like a secret garden for just a while. Leaving it
behind was leaving another of the memories Raven had
heiped him make, memories he didn't want to cherish.

Their trip to the village was uneventful. After round-
ing a sandstone outcropping of tocks, they were on a well-
worn path that led steadily down the valley. Soon Raven
could hear the sounds of children and see the adobe walls
of the vitlage houses and, at the end of the street, Father
Francis's church.

“Welcome to Santa de Miguel,” Father Francis said.
“We are a poor village, bur we will share what we have
with you.”

On seeing the priest, the children ran forward, curious
about the guests, whispering about the woman wearing the
Indian dress.

Father Francis walked with them to his church,
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opened the gate, and led the burro into a small fenced
area whete a herd of goats, a bony horse, and a milk cow
were penned. “The village corral,” he explained. “You ate
welcome to stable your horses here.”

Tucker quickiy decided that the sooner they moved
on, the safer it would be for a village obviocusly too poor
to welcome outsiders. “Thank you, Father, but we really
can't stay. If you'd just let us buy another blanket, a
shovel, and some food, we'll be on our way.”

“] am afraid we have no extra blankets, and the only
shovels we have are needed to tend our crops. But we'll
share our food with you. It is little, for the winter was
rough and the spring has not yet blessed our fields.”

Tucker took another look around at the children and
the adulrs coming toward them and confirmed the reality
of the priest’s words. Anything they rock here would be
at the expense of the village. They couldn’t do that.

“At least share our breakfast,” Father Francis said,
“and fill your canteens, but if you are seeking Luce’s trea-
sure, let me tell you that it would be a foolish dream.”

“Luce’s treasure!” Raven echoed with feigned igno-
rance,